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Author's Note

The author would l i ke to stress that whereas he h imself has
been g iven V I P treatment by h is generous publishers, no
doubt i n recognition of his help in greasing the wheels of
cap italist production, h is poor underpaid translator* has had
to labour far beyond h is norma l call of duty. Not only has he
had to read the au thor's il leg ible scrawl, to fill in the gaps and
to make explicit what this text, written in such a hurry, has
fai led to do, but he must slave away day and n ight to meet the
publishers' prec ipitate deadl ine. Perhaps he is consoled by the
fact that, i n th is way, he is carrying the message r ight through
the publish ers' doors.
"The translator salutes the author. He would also like to express h i s deep
appreciation of a l l those who have worked with him -day and n i ght- on
the English edition, and quite particularly of Rodney Strulo, Bi l l i e
Jean-Pa u l Yil lechaize and Michael George.

Peiser,

Publisher's Note

The publisher congratulates the translator, Arnold Pomerans,
on the magnificent job he has done in translating this work i n
so short a time. He would also l i ke to point out that while
there are parts of this book which relate particularly to Daniel
Cohn-Bendit's experiences and are therefore written i n the first
person the book, as a whole, is the resul t of the combined
labours of Daniel and his brother Gabriel Cohn-Bendit.

'Literary rogues great and small, have struck gold
with the Commune, and have exploited it to the full.
There is not a hack who has not churned out his
slapdash pamphlet, book, or History . . .
'There is a huge pile of Paris Burns, Paris in Flames,
Red Books, Black Books ...
'Publishers are interested in nothing but the
Communard s these days ... Their writings titillate the
minds of the bourgeoisie.'
Lissagaray: Histoire de Ia Commune de 1871
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Introduction

'A writer is a productive worker n o t o n l y because he
produces ideas b u t also because h e enriches the
publisher of h i s books, in other words because he
works for a capitalist.'
Karl Marx:

Theory of Surplus Value

Had I decided to write a book on the French political scene
and on the chances of a revolutionary uprising only two or
three months ago, no publisher would have taken the slightest
notice of me. But such was the impact of the events of May
and June and so wildly has the name of Cohn- Bendit been
bandied about that, far from my having to go down on my
knees to them, the publ ishers now come chasing after me,
begging me to wr ite about anything I choose, good or bad,
exciting or dull; all they want is something they can sell - a
revo lutionary gadget w ith marketable qualities.
Strange, isn't it, this Cohn-Bendit myth, this legend of the
'cherubic Danton'. Strange that a movement opposed to all
leaders shou ld have ended up with one all the same, that those
who shun the l imelight should be singled out for the ful l glare
of publicity.
In any case, all self-respecting publ ishers are falling over
themselves to cash in on the May events. In our commercial
world, i ndividual capital ists are perfectly wil ling to pave the
way for their own destruction, to broadcast revolutionary
ideas, provi ded only that these help to fi l l their pockets . So
anxious are they, in fact, that they are prepared to pay for the
privilege through the nose in the short run (offering me a vast
sum of money before I have written a single l i ne). They do
not even seem to be bothered by the fact that their cash will
be used for the next round of M olotov cocktails. They hope,
11
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perhaps, that the revolution will be abortive - my readers
may be among those to prove them wrong.
Why, then, did I decide to write this book? Who was I to
refuse this golden opportunity of taking aim against our whole
society, of saying what no one has been able to say for so long,
o f explain ing the full importance of the French revolutionary
movement, not only in the i mmediate past, but also i n the
future ? For, as far as I am concerned, the revolution is not
yet over . 'Ce n 'est qu'un debut, continuons le combat!'
I must also make clear what this book is not. It does not
pretend to be an h istorical treatise, i f only because the events
are too recent for anyone to reconstruct them objectively. In
particular, a true history of our movement cannot be based
simply on the official statements of the authorities, of the
opposition, the Trade Unions, or even of the revolutionari es
themselves, as they were proclaimed from a thousand
placards, wall-slogans and tracts, but must be a running com
mentary on the day-to-day practical and theoretical activi 
ties of the students and workers - of a l l those who bel ieved
our slogan 'Sous le pave, Ia plage'- beneath the pav ing stones,
the beach . Th is kind of h istory cannot be written i n a couple
of weeks (supposing it could be written at all).
Nor does this book pretend to g ive a simpl ified theoretical
account of the events. Having participated in them and ob
served them at close quarters, I am unable to stand aside and
take a detached view of the overall situation . The movement
will have need of such a detached observer, there w i l l no
doubt be theoretical books and I do not w ish to deny their
necessity, but I, for my part, do not feel capable of producing
one, and certainly not at this moment. Others w i l l do i t and no
doubt far better than I could myself. This book claims to be
no more than an attempt to participate in a continu ing scene,
with a l l its remarkable spontaneity . From the very outset,
the movement succeeded in l i berating our language from its
bourgeois strait-jacket, and my book i s but an echo of the great
d ialogue that was begun in the forum of the Latin Quarter .
Both i n form and content, i t w i l l try faithfully to reflect the
mood of the movement. Finally, I look upon this book as a
12
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propaganda pamphlet, one that, thanks to the help o f my
benevo lent publ ishers, w i l l reach a far wider audience than
it could in any other form.
The world i dentifies the recent revolutionary movement
with the student struggle, the barricades, the occupation of
the u n iversities, and finally the general str ike and the occu
pation o f th e factories by the workers. For me, the r evolution
ary movement was born much earl ier and took the form of
u nofficial stri kes, student u nrest, the activity of tiny left-wing
spli nter groups, the so-called groupusclcs. Th e events o f May
and June were merely an i n tensification of what went before,
albeit on so vast a scale that they opened up an u ndreamt-of
possi b i l ity : the prospect of a revolution . This book m ight,
perhaps, be a brief moment of reflection in this great historical
process .
That is why I do not address myself to a 'reader' or to the
'public', but only to those who were w ith us, might have been
w ith us, or may be w ith us in the future, and q u ite particularly
to the workers a nd peasants from whom the Establ ishment
tried to separate us so assiduou sly. I know that the only
chance of resu ming the struggle is to put an end to the div ision
between intellectuals, workers and peasants. Every revolution,
every radical transformation of society, needs the conscious
and creative participation of the working and peasant classes,
and not simply their participation as a malleable mass whose
o nly u sefulness is their strength and numerical weight.
I know that there are many other ways o f ending our
division. However, since I happen to be writing a book, I shall
try to use this particu lar method. Here, the problem of lan
guage becomes fundamental . The works of phi losophers,
sociolog ists, and professional pol iticians (sometimes qu ite out
spoken, particularly after the elections . . . ) are written i n a
style wh ich i s not intended for the workers and peasants and
w h ich, in any case, they cannot understand. Th is is a danger I
shall do my best to avo i d .
Stilted language is not, moreover, a monopoly of t h e bour
geo isie; it also creeps i nto the writings of those Leftists who
see themselves as the leaders, the self-appo inted vanguard, of
13
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a working-class movement whose language they have ceased
to speak and wh ich , once it has become revolutionary as it
did in May and June, is only too happy to d ispense w ith
leaders and a vanguard altogether.
I know that a theoretical language is necessary, and regret
that the writings of Marx are, at least in part, hard going even
for scholars and, in their present form , a closed book to most
of the working class - wh ich does not mean that they cannot
be u nderstood, once they are translated into simple language.
But as it is, they are accessible only to the bourgeo is intel lec
tual - cu ltural inequal ity is no accident, but part and parcel of
the oppressive structure of both capitalist and 'commu nist'
societies and in fact ensures their survival. This is precisely
what the revolutionary students were tryine to say when they
decried the universities and schools as 'factories of privi lege':
the present educational structure ensures that the majority
of work ing-class chi ldren are barred not only from the bour·
geo is society we are trying to overthrow, but also from the
intellectual means of seeing through it. No wonder that the
bourgeois directors of education are so hostile to u n iversity
and school reform.
True, we hear a great deal of talk about the subject today,
but the real purpose of the Fouchet plan* is clear : to turn
people into ever more profitable pack-horses.
'The ideas of the rul ing class are in every epoch the ruling
idea : i .e . the class which is the rul ing material force of society
is at the same time the rul ing intellectual force. The c lass
which has the means of mater ial production at its d isposal,
has control at the same time over the means of mental pro·
duction . . . ' (Karl Marx: The German Ideology.)
The div ision of society into manual and intel lectua l workers
is a fundamental aspect of all exploitative societies. Every
revolutionary movement must try by i ts actions and also by
its very structure to narrow this gu lf, while remembering that
only a social ist society can finally end it. It is only by working
for a socialist revolution that the exploited masses can take
* A government plan for transforming the educational system into
technocratic one better adapted to the 'needs' of a modern society.
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control of their own future and that of society at large. No
book can help them to achieve this; they can only learn by
their own revolutionary endeavours. 'In a revolution, when
the masses erupt on to the pol itical stage, their class-conscious
ness becomes practical and active. Hence one year of revolu
tion gave the Russian proletariat the kind of education that
thirty years of par l iamentary and trade u n ion struggle fai led
to give the G erman proletariat.' (Rosa Luxembu rg : The
General Strike .)
This book w i l l be d ivided into four main parts : ( 1 ) a n
analysis of t h e principal factors o f the May I June struggle
(this for the foreign reader); (2) an attempt to show how the
French State dea lt with the uprising and to analyse the
phenomenon of Gau l l ism; (3) an analysis of the role of the
French Commun ist party and its essentially bureaucratic
nature; and (4) a study of the failure of the revolution i n
Russia under the leadersh ip o f Lenin and Trotsky.
True, no one writing about the French Revolution can ex
plain why the explosion came in M ay 1 968 rather than i n
April : 'It [world history] would be o f a very mystical nature
if "accidents" played no part in it. These accidents themselves
fall naturally into the general course of development and are
compensated aga i n by other accidents .' (Karl M arx, Letter to
Kugelmann, 1 7 Apri l 1 871.)
For three or four years, the student movement has been
recognized as a revolutionary force by all pol it ical observers,
and it will therefore be part of my task to explain the h istory
of this movement, to recount the major ideas proclaimed for
more than ten years in the revol utionary study groups of
Paris and elsewhere. These 'clubs', which were der ided as
'splinter groups' by the official and patented representatives
of the revolution (their letters patent were deposited by
M au r ice Thorez, the Son of the French People, w ith Joseph
Stalin, the Father of all the Russi as) - these groups, of which
no one took the sl ightest notice, were nevertheless so effective
that their ideas and revolutionary experience eventually sp illed
over i nto the streets and factories, and so helped to write a
new chapter in the h istory of the revo lutionary movement 15
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the permanent struggle to end the exploitation of man by
man.
This brings me to the question of the organization not only
of capital ist or bureaucratic society - for this must be the
starting point i n any discussion of 'productive relationships' but also of a non-authoritarian and non-hierarchical social ist
society : shou ld the new society be organized along Bolshev i k
l ines o r along the non-Bolshevik lines of the 22 M arch Move
ment?
This introduces the larger problem of the relationsh ip be
tween the revolutionary minority and the so-cal led 'masses'.
What precisely are these masses, and why are there masses
in the first place? How can the masses transform themselves
into someth ing more than an amorphous mass? And what
sort of minority organization is capable of challenging an
explo itative society and unmasking its real natu re? To that
end, I shall try to show how the 'masses' discovered the means
of taking their own destiny in their hands, for example during
the Paris Commune of 1 871 , during the Russian Revolutions
of 1 905 and 1 9 1 7, during the Spanish Revolution of 1 936, and
finally during the H ungarian Revolution of 1 95 6 . These mo
ments in the revolutionary struggle of the working class are
more important than all the treatises that have been and w i l l
b e wr itten on this subject. Th is book, for one, does n o t try
to do more than hold up to the working class the mirror of
its own revolutionary experience, an experience that ran
counter to all the tenets and practices of its would-be leaders.
This experience and the chance that it may be w idely copied
are perhaps the most positive aspects of the May events as
well. Thus while Lefort, Morin and Coudray are r ight to claim
(Mai 1968: fa breche) that the month of May saw a breach of
modern cap italist society and also of the old authority of the
Left, it did far more than that : it represented a return to a
revolutionary tradition these parties have betrayed. H ence
the 22 M arch Movement was no 'brilliant i nvention' of a
group of 'naive prodigies', but the result of arduous research
i nto revolutionary theory and practice.
It would be wrong to think that what happened in France
16
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could only have happened there, just as it is a m istaken idea
that concentration camps could only have occurred i n Hitler's
G ermany or in Stal in's Russia . Revo lution as well as cou nter
revolution are international, and much as the student move
ments in Spa in, America, Japan, Italy, etcetera influenced the
French student movement, so the French student movement,
which was the first to spill out from the u n iversity into the
factor ies, can serve as an example elsewhere.
The events in France have proved that revolution is possible
in even a h ighly i ndustrial ized cap ital ist soci ety. Those who
argued that the worki ng class had outgrown revo lution stood
conv icted of theoretical and practical i ncompetence, a fact
that suggests it is h igh time to discover why the working class
has remained so passive for so long.
I n conclu sion, th is book will necessar ily interpret the events
i n the l ight of the author's 'Leftist' conv ictions - hence i ts
title. The h istory of 'Leftism' is, in fact, the history of all
that i s tru ly revolutionary in the working class movement.
Marx was to the left of Proudhon and Baku nin to the left of
M arx . Len in was a Leftist when he opposed social democratic
reformism, and aga in when he opposed his own Central Com
m ittee and Pol itburo during the 1 9 1 7 Revolution. After the
R evolut ion, the 'Workers' Opposition', a group of left-wing
'deviation ists' among the Bolshev iks, became the most
revolutionary element i nside the party, while the Ukra i n ia n
anarchist M akhno represented the most revolut ionary move
ment outside. This struggle between its 'Left' and 'R ight' wi ngs
continues to divide the work ing-class movement to this day.
'As Len i n never tired of repeating, the masses are greatly to
the l eft of the Party, just as the Party is to the left of its Cen
tral Com mi ttee .' (Trotsky: History of the RuJsian Re volution.)
The question of 'Leftism' became a major issue during the
events of May and June. Who is the authentic representative
of the Left today : the Fourth International, the S ituationist
International or the Anarchist Federation? Leftism is every
thing that is new i n Revolut ionary h istory, and is forever
being chal lenged by the old. This new factor is what we must
firmly defend i n the present, lest it be crushed by what IS
17
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obsolete i n Leftism itself. Let the dead bury their dead.
The transformation and development of Leftist ideas re
flect not only the transformation and development of capi ta l ist
society, but also the transformation and development of the
Russian Revolution into a bureaucratic counter-revo lution,
sustained and defended by Communist parties througho. u t the
world. I, for one, do not think that the French Commun ist
Party betrayed its own princ iples during May and June; i t
simply acted i n defence o f its bureaucratic i nterests a s a party,
and of the bureaucratic i nterests of the U S S R as a state.
No doubt this last remark will strike many people as a
mere commonplace, but it is not yet, unfortunately, a com
monplace among all sections of the people. Now, s ince I firmly
believe that until they appreciate the true nature of Com
mun ist bureaucracy they will never be able to arrive at a
revolutionary spir it, I th ink that it is essential to drive this
'commonplace' home. To that end, I cou ld simply have com
piled an anthology of the most i ncisive articles to have ap
peared in such radical journals as Socialisme ou Barbarie,
1'/nternationa/e situationniste, Information et correspondance
ou vrihe, Noir et rouge, Recherches lihertaires and to a lesser
extent in Trotskyist publications. But such an anthology
wou ld be of no interest to a publishing house that insists on a
book signed by Cohn-Bend it. I find it most ironical that
Lefort, in his book, shou ld have seen fit to write: 'For my
part, what I find i n the speeches of some of the more rabid
students and particularly of Cohn- Bend it, is a pinch of real
ism and a large dose of impudence .' Now, I have been hearing
this sort of remark for many years, and can only say that the
'impudence' and the 'realism' are based, in ter alia, on the
theses which Lefort (among others) pub lished in Socialisme ou
Barbarie. The readers, u nfortunately far too few in number,
of this and other Leftist reviews, will appreciate how much
this book owes to them . As for the rest, they ought to be
tol d that 'Cohn-Bendit' is simply the anonymous author of all
these reviews, and perhaps the journals A ction and the Cahiers
de mai as we ll. I am not, and do not want to be, anyth ing but
a plag iarist when it comes to the preach ing of revolutionary
18
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theory and pract ice. I have simply had the good fortune to be
around when the 'force of criticism was transformed into
criticism by force'.

Postscript to the introduction
This book was written in five weeks and bears the marks of
this scramble. I had intended to exam ine to what extent
workers' control, as it has been appl ied in Spain i n 1 93 6 , i n
Algeria, and today i n Jugoslav ia, could serve as a model for a
new soc ial ist society. It was also my intention to describe the
di rect action and forms of organ ization developed by the
R ussian workers in 1 905 and 1 917, by the German workers i n
1 918, b y the Italians in 1 920, and b y the Hungar ians i n 1956 .
I n the event, I have only had time to look a t R ussia. I have
used this example to demonstrate the counter-revolutionary
nature of the Bolshev i k Party. As I wrote, I began to feel
that my chief task must be to expose all those forces that
stand i n the way of revolution - from the State, the Trade
u n ions and the Stalin ists down to all the far- left spl inter
groups with a Bolshev i k outlook. Once this was done I could
proceed to exam ine the basic problems facing the modern
revolutionary, and these, for Jack of time, I cou ld only out
l i ne i n br ief. Those who wish to be shown the royal road to
soc ialism, or have a clear bluepr int for the future, may take
comfort from the words of Commandant G aveau's i ndict
ment of the International Association in 1 87 1 , words which
perfectly summarize my own point of v iew : 'To raze the old
and build the new from scratch that is how the supporters
of the International Assoc iation intend to construct a state
that recognizes neither the government nor the army nor re
ligion; that bel ieves in leg islation by the people for the people,
in the col lective ownersh ip of all things, in the abolition of
the r ight of inheritance and marriage; wants to d isband the
permanent army, and by breaking down all frontiers, to re
place the Fatherland with the idea of international solidarity.'

I

The Strategy and Nature of the
Revolutionary Movement

'The accused who have been brought before you today
have all taken a lead ing part in the insurrectionary
movement that swept Paris from 1 8 March until 28 May,
threatening to plunge the whole of France into the
abyss of Civil War. Before d etermining the
responsibility of each of the accused for this evil crime,
we must first look at the origins of their movement,
seek its causes . . . '
Ind ictment of the Communards by Commandant Gaveau

1. The Student Revolt

From Berkeley to Berlin
A spectre is haunting Europe - the spectre of student revolt.
All the powers of old Europe have entered i nto a holy a l l ia nce
to exorcize this spectre : Pope and Central Committee,
K iesinger and de G aulle, French Commun ists and German
pol ice-sp ies.
But now it has become world-wide : Berkeley, Berlin, Tokyo,
Madrid, Warsaw - the student rebellion is spreading like wild
fire, and authorities everywhere are frantically asking them
selves what has h it them . The answer is really quite simple.
Let us take just one example : the student struggle at
Berkeley in 1 9 64 - four years before the events in Paris. How
much just reading the newspapers might have helped the
French authorities!
At Berkeley in 1 964 - well in advance of Berlin or Paris the students defended their r ight to participate i n pol itics,
and i n particu lar to protest against the war in Vietnam, u n
hampered by internal rules and regu lations.
It started with a decision by the admin istration to ban all
fund-raising and propaganda for any pol itical or social id�as
of wh ich they did not approve.
Th is i nept move by the bureaucrats stung a small group of
students into action, and their numbers rapidly increased as
the administration tried with typical bluster to assert its
au thority. The students put their point of v iew in the bi
monthly Free-Speech Movement News Letters; wh ich brought
h undreds, and later thousands, of students w ithout previous
polit ical exper ience i nto the movement. The ensu ing struggle
taught them a few fundamental truths about the nature of the
State, and in particular about the relationship of the u n iver
sity w ith the world of business, local politics and the police.
23
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This student struggle at Berkeley was significant in that
it helped to underline the dilemma of a rich but increasingly
bureaucratic society.
The Berkeley model was copied at Berlin u niversity a few
years later, with Paris following suit soon afterwards. Here
w e shall look, therefore, not so much at the specific causes of
the v iolent protest of the SDS (the left-wing German student
U nion) but at the way it influenced events in France.
In G ermany, the call for u niversity reform became a rally
ing cry for students and a strong one in the absence of an
effective parliamentary opposition to West German capital
ism. As a result, the German student movement became the
standard bearer of resistance to both the G erman state and
a lso to American atrocities in Vietnam.
Wh ile the German students were challenging the system,
their French colleagues were becoming increasingly alive to
the total failure of the reformist policies advocated by the
UNEF (National U nion of French Students). Unfortunately,
the extreme Left was devoting all its energies to making scien
tific, Marx ist analyses of the situation, which, despite their
learned character, did little to mobilize the students for their
own struggle.
However, as opposition to the Vietnam war assumed inter
national proportions, French students, particularly in Paris,
were i ncreasingly i nvolved in campus demonstrations, the
more so as their hatred of this war went hand in hand with the
dawning realization that their own u niversities were nothing
but cogs i n the capitalist mach ine.
·
'These students now insult their professors. They should be
locked u p . . . For the moment this i llegal agitation is being
closely watched by the Min istry of the Interior' (L' Aurore,
26 November 1966).
This particular broadside was fired, not at the 'notorious'
students of Nanterre, but at those of Strasbourg who, in 1966,
had got themselves onto the local UNEF committee. Their
u nexpected election, though perfectly regular, was only pos
sible because the majority of students were completely unin
terested in the platitudes of student politics, and because the
24
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bureaucratic machinery of the old UNEF had broken dow n .
The new committee decided t o expose u niversity l ife for
what it really was. The result was what the press and U NEF
called the 'Strasbourg scandal'.

The 'Strasbourg Scandal'
To begi n with, the committee used a number of u northodox
methods to draw the students' attention to a pamphlet they
were producing in col laboration w ith the Situationist Inter
national, a pamphlet that marked a great step forward i n
French stu dent affa irs. On 26 October 1 966, A . Moles, Pro
fessor of psycho-sociology in the U n iversity of Strasbourg,
was bombarded with tomatoes during h is i naugural lecture.
Soon afterwards, members of the AFGES (Federal Associa
tion of Strasbourg Students) started a bil l-sticking campa ign,
partly to advertise their new pamphlet. They plastered the
walls w ith a comic strip cal led 'The Return of the Durutti
Column', in which they took a swipe at the old Communist
stu dent ' leaders' .
The pamphlet, 'On the poverty of student l ife considered i n
its economic, political, psychological , sexual a n d intellectual
aspects and some means of remedying it' was handed out at
the official ceremony marking the beg inn ing of the academic
year; simultaneously the new AFGES let it be known that its
only 'student' programme was the immed iate dissolution of
the u n ion. This prospect struck many people as horrifying;
the Dernieres nouvelles called it 'the first real sign of a revolt'
(4 December 1 966). L'Aurore ( 1 6 Novem ber) had th is to say :
'The S ituationist International, with a handful of supporters
in a l l the c hief capitals of Europe, anarchists playing at revo
lution, tal k of "seizing power", not so as to take i t, but simply
to destroy it, and with it even their own authority.' And the
good c itizens, appalled that their own dear sons and
daughters m ight keep company with this scum , quickly set
i ts judicial machinery i n motion, and proceeded against the
students o n a set of trumped-up charges.
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'The accused have never denied the charge of m isappropria
ting the funds of the students' u nion. Indeed they freely admit
having made AFGES pay some 5,000 francs for the cost of
printing and distributing 1 0,000 pamphlets, not to mention
other l iterature inspired by the S ituation ist International.
These publ ications express ideas and aspirations wh ich, to
put i t m ildly, have nothing to do with the aims of a student
union. One has only to read their publications for it to be
obvious that these five students, scarcely more than adoles
cents, lacking any experience of real life, their m inds con
fused with ill-d igested philosophical, social, political, and
economic theories, and bored by the drab monotony of their
everyday l i fe, make the empty, arrogant and pathetic claim to
pass judgement and even to heap abuse upon their fellow
students, their professors, God, rel igion, the clergy, the
government and political and social systems of the entire
world. Rejecting all morality and restraint, their cynicism does
not hesitate to preach theft, an end to all studies, the suspen
sion of work, total subversion and world revolution with un
licensed pleasure as its only goal . I n view of their basically
anarchistic character, these theories and propaganda are
socially noxious. Their wide d issemination in both student
c ircles and among the general public, by the local, national
and foreign press, is a threat to the morality, the studies and
the good name of the Un iversity, and thus the very future of
the students of Strasbourg.'
These remarks taken from the summing-up by the learned
judge are extremely i nteresting. They substantiate the charge
made by the pamphleteers themselves that students have been
turned into mere spectators of social events, consumers of
what scraps the system cares to throw their way. M oreover,
the pamphlet shows clearly that in our 'wealthy' society, the
student is forced to l ive a life of extreme emotional poverty.
The writers have nothing but contempt for that class of
students who take no interest in any problems except their
own, who revel i n their a lienation which they vainly hope will
attract the sympathy of a society indifferent to much more
poignant suffering throughout the world.
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The l iberal u n iversity allows its students a measure of l ib
erty, but only so long as they do not challenge the basi s of
u niversity education : the preparation of a privi leged m i nor
ity for a return to the ranks of the ruling class from which
they have taken temporary leave of absence. The u n iversity
has, i n fact, become a sausage-machine which turns out people
without any real cu lture, and incapable of thinking for them
selves, but trained to fit into the econom ic system of a h ighly
i ndustrialized society. The student may g lory in the renown
of his uni versity status, but in fact he is being fed 'cul tu re' as a
goose is fed grain - to be sacrificed on the altar of bourgeois
appetites.
After making all these po ints, the Strasbourg pamphlet goes
on to exam ine the current wave of student u nrest. It is not
simply the perennial revolt of youth, but a revolt against the
specific horrors of modern society. As products of that
society, the students have but two alternatives : they can em
brace it, or reject i t totally - there i s no middle way . An ex
treme example of the second alternative i s the behaviour of
the blousons noirs, who ru n riot i n the streets wi thout any
apparent motive or object. They hit out wi ldly at modern city
l i fe, against the plethora of equally sterile choices of enter
tainment, the straitjacket of petty restrictions and police con
trol. The blouson n oir refuses to conform and yet expects all
the goodies of cap i tali st society to fall into h is lap : cars, elec
tric gu itars, c lothes and records. But even if his way of acquir
ing these treasures - theft - is one that strikes at the very roots
of soci ety, once h e begins to enjoy their comforts, the blouson
nair is only too happy to settle down to a l i fe of humdrum
conform ism.
The revolt of the Dutch Provos took p lace o n a consider
ably h igher plane, though they, too, fai led to realize that the
proletariat alone i s capable of changing society. All the Provos
are, i n fact, opposed to is the i ncreasing monotony of l i fe in a
capital ist country. They want to make l i fe more colourful, but
do not realize that while the system remains as it i s any i m
provements can, at best, be only ti nkering with the machi nery,
benefiti ng some sections but never the whole of society. Hence
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the Provos can only succeed once they i ntegrate their struggle
i nto the general fight against oppression.
The Strasbourg pamphlet then takes a brief look at the
Berkeley student revolt against the social system as such,
a system run by a hierarchy which is a tool of the economy
and the State. The American students, they contend, made the
fundamental mi stake of considering themselves the spokes
men of the most exploited stratum of society.
Finally, the pamphlet mentions the Zengakuren (Union of
R evolutionary Japanese Students), and the Japanese League
of Young M arxist Workers (the only organization i n which
young students and workers had begun to fight for common
objectives), two groups with no i l lusions, and determined to
fight against Western capitalism and Eastern bureaucracy
alike.
The Strasbourg pamphlet i s a radical critique of the French
far-Left, i ncapable of any real action because it keeps rum
maging in the dustbins of h istory. It was accorded a very
mixed reception :
'This paper, with its h igh tone, must be considered a system
atic rejection of all social and political organizations as we
know them i n the West and the East, and of a l l the groups
that are currently trying to transform them.' (Le Monde,
9 December, 1 966.)
Other papers were far less friend ly and objective, the more
so as the pamphlet brought student discontent i nto the open :
i t acted as a kind of detonator. And although we, i n Nanterre,
did not accept the Strasbourg i nterpretation of the role of
minority groups, i .e. university students, in the social revolu
tion, we did all we coul d i n helping to distribute the pamphlet.
Moreover, si nce many students were delighted to find their
miserable condition brought to public notice at last, and since
many lecturers were stricken with a bad conscience, we were
able to air the whole matter i n a number of sociology courses
and elsewhere. As a result, an i ncreasing number of students
became aware of the existence of the journal Internationale
situatiunniste and began to come to grips with the radical ideas
expressed in it.
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Libre Circulation

-

The Battle of the Dormitories

Hand i n hand with this i deolog ical break-through went an
intensified attack on monastic university regu lations and par
ticularly on the prudish i ntervention in the personal affairs of
students living i n the un iversities . This struggle was, i n fact,
only the beginning of a general offensive agai nst the un iversity
i nsti tution.
In 1 967, there were constant clashes between the admini
stration and a group of students who were determined to u n 
mask the repressive structure of what goes b y the name of a
university but is, i n fact, noth ing but a mire of i ntellectual
corruption . To begin with, the students called i n family plan
ning experts and, with their help and by drawing on the politi
cal, socia l and revo lutionary theories of Wi lhelm R eich,
started a sex-education campaign on the campus. This cul
mi nated i n male students forci bly entering th e women's hostels
and after th i s many of the petty restrictions surrounding these
bastions of French purity and chastity were repealed. There
the matter might well have ended, had it not been for the
French scandal sheets which, having lied for so long about
rape, hashish and hard drugs on the campus, now thought
they had more tangible evidence against the students, and
threw out h i nts of an even greater sensation. Twenty-n ine
students were arrested and threatened with expulsion from the
uni versity. U nfortunately for the authorities, two of those
arrested, members of extreme left-wing groups, had been
away during the 'scanda l', and this attempt to discred it the
Left merely served to spread the struggle to universities
throughout France.
As a resuIt, the restrictive hostel ru les were repea led on 5
December i n Clermont- Ferrand, on 2 1 December i n Nantes,
and by 14 February 1 968 in most other residential u n iversities.
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The Boycott at Nantes
The fight at Nantes, in particular, revealed that the Rector
is j ust another part in th e repressive state mach inery : when
the students assembled outside his ofllce on 1 4 February, his
only answer was to call in the police, who i mmediately set
about the student leaders. By behaving in this way, the Rector
p layed directly i nto the students' hands : he demonstrated that
the university was not only a dispensary of dead knowledge
and routine information on a conveyor belt system - which
most perceptive students knew anyway - but that it was ulti
mately prepared to use vio lent repression. And why? Simply
because its only function is to condition students so that they
will fit i nto the economic and social system, as mere puppets
dancing to the tune of technocrats, of men busily organizing
the misery of th e underdeveloped cou ntries and the affluence
of the rest. And so disgusted were the students of Nantes when
this point was at long last driven home to them that they
decided to boycott their psychology lectures, on the grounds
that though this discipline li kes to call itself a science, it i s
simply another means of suppressing critical thought a n d i n 
dividuality. Th e following rejection of contemporary psych
o logy was plastered all over the walls of Nantes:
NOTICE
CO N S I D E R I N G

that psychology as such aims at the systematic subordination
of individual behav iour to false social norms;
C O N S I DER ING

that psychology is increasingly being forced into the mould
of Amer ican psych o-sociology, ai med at perfecting the system
by conditioning the workers to consume more and more rub
bish while acquiescing in economic exploitation;
C O N S ! DE R I N G

that psycho-sociology is nothing but the justification of 'ideal'
norms and a means of concealing the monstrous discrepancy
between the i deal and the real;
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CO N S! D E R I N G

that th is type of psychology is being used on the one hand to
subvert the workers' struggle and on the other hand i s being
dissemi nated by means of the universi ties, the professi onal
classes, and the adverti sing media;
CO N S I DE R I N G

that many students have embraced psych ology in ignorance of
its true nature, and because they are seduced by i ts profes
sional glamour;
CO N S I DE R I N G

that they have been deceived by a form of obscurantism hiding
u nder a rid iculous pseudo-scientific cloak, and representing
a vicious assault upon li berty;
C O N S I DE R I N G

that the total rejection of modern psychology i s a reaffirma
tion of PE R SO N A L L IBE R T Y , of the I N N O CE N CE O F D E S I R E ,
o f the forgotten J O Y S o f CR E A TIV I T Y , PLA Y , I R O N Y , and
H A PP I N E SS . . .
T H E A G E N -U N E F T H E R E F O R E CA L L S O N A L L ST U D E N T S O F
PSY C H O L O G Y T O A B A N D O N T H E IR ST U D I E S.

This proclamation bore a remarkable resemblance to that
of the 'rabid' students of Strasbourg . But the 'extremists' of
Nantes refused to act as a closed grou p and called at all times
for mass partic ipation. Their agitation cu lminating i n the
occupation of th e Rector's office, th is was again copied by
students throughout France.
But already people had begun to speak of Nanterre, and almost
overnight this charming and ugly concrete annexe of Paris
University, this 'model university ' became a hotbed of dissent.
Agitati on at Nanterre had become a semi -permanent feature
of un iversity l i fe, difficult to describe to anyone who d i d not
actually experi ence it. Its chief purpose was to galvanize a
conformist i nstitution which, because of its fear of transfor
mation, tried to protect i tself by i deolog ical and, when neces
sary, by physical repression. 'The university is trad itionally a
peacefu l i nstitution whose smooth working depends on the
rejection of v iolence by all who attend it and on the collective
*The Nantes branch of UN E F.
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acceptance of regulations' - so said the heads of the various
facu lties at Nanterre.
But, i n fact, these regu lations are simply means whereby
the official di spensers of 'knowledge' conso li date their place
in the h i erarchy, and repel every attack on their own medi
ocrity.
The smooth running of a university presupposes acqui esence
in its ideology and structure, i .e. acceptance of the part it plays
in churning out trained recruits for the ru ling class. But while
the smug administrators and reactionaries of tomorrow eke
out their bor ing days on the campus, many students resent the
futi lity of life i n what is at best a middle class ghetto. Th e
more revolutionary among them are particularly resentful of
the fact that th eir voice cou nts for noth ing among the real
policy-makers. H ence the sporadic outbu rsts by different
student organizations throughout the world.

The Protest Groll's
Th is process has been greatly accelerated by the war in Viet
nam, which struck many students and i ntel lectuals as utterly
scandalous, not only because it represents an attempt by the
Americans to dictate to the rest of the world, but also because
the 'socialist' bureaucracies are prepared to stand by and let
it happen. At first, student protest against the war was spon
taneous and disorganized but as the U nited States became
more blatantly and unashamedly aggressive, the CVB (Comite
Vietnam de Base) was formed and helped to consolidate
student opinion at large. Soon afterwards, students began to
take d irect action against the representatives of U .S. i mperial
ism i n France and organized rallies i n support of the Viet
namese, like the one on 7 February 1 968. This showed that
French students were no longer prepared to stop at mere ver
bal protest . Then came the Tet offensive and with it a growing
sense of frustration. In Vietnam, a sma l l peasant country was
withstanding the aggression of the greatest mil itary power
on earth, and here were we, unable to do anything to help. As
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resentment and guilt mounted, more and more students threw
themselves wholehearted ly into the Vi etnamese campa ign .
Though there was much to criticize in th e National Li beration
Front and in the regime of North Vietnam and, for that matter
in Castro's Cuba, the defiant and unshakeable resistance of
ordinary Vi etnamese and Cubans a l i ke had proved that a
super-organ ized and su per-armed capitalist soci ety is not in
v i nc i ble.
The hard facts were th rust under the noses o f students :
repressive soci eties can only be chal lenged by revo lutionary
means. The response was world-wide.
Tokyo: The students and the young workers in the Zenga
kuren refused to cou ntenance government compl icity in the
i mperialist aggression against Vietnam. Battles with the p o l ice
prevented Japanese ports from being turned i nto major
American bases.
Madrid: Students openly challenged Franco's Fascism in
th e u niversi ties. Faced with vi olent repress ion, they made com 
mon cause with workers' committees in th e fight for a social
revoluti o n .
Rome: B y vi olent clashes with th e un iversity authori ties
and the police, I talian students demonstrated their contempt
for a uni versity that does not chal lenge capitalist soc iety. Th e
resu lt was comp lete para lysis of the university system.
Warsa w: Students made common cause with intellectuals
in an open challenge of the ideological and political dictator
ship o f a bureaucratic party .
Berkeley - Colum b ia - New York: Students, sickened by
the imperialist polic i es of their country, especially in Vietnam,
showed their sol i darity w ith the Vietnamese peasants and
workers and with the oppressed rac ial and economic m i nori
ties in their own country. They made known th eir refusal to
become privi leged members of the American bourgeoisie.
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Agitation at Nanterre
So much for the events outside France. In Nanterre, the first
term of the 'hi storic' year of 1 967/68 saw a student strike
which went far beyond the trad itional political and u n ion
framework. Some 1 0,000 to 1 2,000 of us boycotted all lec
tures in order to force the authorities to i mprove our working
conditions. Th is 'model strike' as Le Figaro called it, was not,
in effect, anything but a protest against overcrowding, which
had been exacerbated by the recent Fouchet reforms and the
consequent re- organization of lecture halls. As a resu lt of this
stri ke, a series of departmental commissions was set u p but
these proved completely unproductive because of the authori
tarian approach of the professors involved .
Let us note in parentheses that the UNEF committee in
Nanterre did little more than try to lead the str ike once i t was
already in full swing. The refusal by the ultra-Leftists to
acknowledge the authority of this so-cal led student u n ion,
mor ibund throughout the country and a complete farce in
Nanterre, simply reflected our determ ination to reject all
bureaucracy. And, indeed, in this we were entirely successfu l .
The second term brought a series of inc idents, most of
them the spontaneous express ion of widespread student dis
satisfaction. The 'M issoffe affair' dur ing the open ing of the
swimm ing pool at the end of January 1 968 will long be re
membered, because this banal inc ident had wide repercus
s ions. An exceed ingly stupid m inor police official (whom we
salute in passing) started extrad ition proceedings agai nst
D. Cohn-Bendit, who had accused M issoffe, the M i nister for
Youth, of talk ing l ike a Hitler Youth . By way of retal iation,
the students stuck up photographs of plain-clothes policemen
m ingling with members of the faculty, and also denounced
the adm in istration and the Dt:an as so many 'tools of the pre
fecture'. A conv incing demonstration of solidarity and of pro 
test against the proposed expulsion of Cohn-Bend it ended in
scumes with the r iot pol ice whom the Dean had cal led in. A
short battle, in wh ich students bombarded the pol ice with
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anything h andy, ended in v ictory : the police beat a hasty
retreat. But the students had felt the iron fist u nder the l i beral
glove of the u niversity.
In fact, M . Grapp in, the Dean, was not the ' Nazi' people
made h i m out to be but a 'good' man of the Left. Our struggle
was not one against Fascism as such but against bourgeois
authoritarianism. The mediocrity of u niversity teaching is iw
accident, but reflects the l ife style of a civ ilization in which
culture itself has become a marketable commodity and i n
wh ich the absence o f a l l cri tical faculties is the safest guaran
tee of 'profitable spec ialization of un iversity studies'. The only
way to oppose this type of stupidity is to attack all those
academic restr ictions whose only justification is that they
exist : curr icula; tests; set lectures and competitive entrance
exam inations.

Why Sociologists ?
It was aga inst this background that the events of 22 M arch
1968 must be v iewed. Towards the m iddle of M arch, students
in the department of social psychology, fi nd ing their courses
too academic, decided to boycott the exam inations and they
sealed their dec ision by s inging the Internationale. At the same
t ime, a leaflet was d istributed on the campus. It was cal led :
'Why do we need sociolog ists ? '
'Students o ften ask themselves what jobs there are i n soci
ology and psychology.
'The facts are clear to one and all : there are many more
students o f social science than there are jobs waiting outside,
and th is even after elimination by the examinations. The con
cern which students feel about their future goes hand in hand
w ith the concern which they feel about the theoretical position
taken u p by their lecturers, whose constant appeals to science
only emphasize the confusion of their various doctr ines.
' Moreover, student agitation since 1 960, abroad as i n
France, has been r i fe among sociolog ists far more than among
other social scientists and philosophers. Students from other
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faculties have been remarkably passive. As a result, u n iversity
and general social problems were aired i n only one depart
ment, numerically weak and of fairly recent origin.
'The case was simi lar i n the U .S .A., i n France, i n Germany,
and also in Poland and in Czechoslovakia.
'Why was student dissatisfaction in all these countri es ex
pressed predominantly by soc ial psychologists? Why did they
act while the rest followed at a distance?
'Why this theoretical questioning and why so much anx iety
about our future?
S H O R T H I S T O R Y OF S O C I A L P S Y C H O L O G Y

'We can only outline what a more deta iled study will no
doubt fill in one day. Meanwhile students are invited to boy
cot t all sociology lectures.
'We must re-examine the whole problem in its histor ical
perspective. The first important date i s 1 930 w ith research at
the M ayo Foundation and at Hawthorne.
'In draw ing attention to the importance o f group psy
chology and by developing new methods of adapting the worker
to the i ndustrial mach ine and thereby increasing h is output,
M ayo did more than open new v istas to sociology - i t put an
end to speculation and i naugurated the glorious new era of
empiricism and of scientific method.
'Sim ilarly, by lend ing its services to business management,
i ndustr ial psychology opened the way for large-scale collabor
ation with the world bourgeoisie, thus helping to underpi n a
system which was still shaking from the crash of 1 929 .
'The transformation of academic sociology, a branch of
ph iloJophy, in to an independen t study with scientific preten
sions, corresponds to the transformation of competitive
capitalism into a state-controlled economy.
'From that point, the new soc ial psychology has increas
i ngly been used by the bourgeoisie to help rational ize society
without jeopardizing either profits or stabi l ity.
The evidence is all around us. Industrial sociology is
ch iefl y concerned w ith fitting the man to the job; the converse
need to fit the job to the man is neglected. Sociologists are
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paid by the employers and must therefore work for the aims
of our econom ic system : maxi mu m production for max imum
profit.
'Polit ical sociology, w ith i ts opinion polls, initiates vast i n
quiries, whose results are m isleading i n that they suggest that
electoral cho ices are the only vali d ones. Stouffer has pro
posed methods of i m proving American army morale without
any concern for the bas ic problem : the role of the army i n
modern society. Advertising sociolog ists develop thousands of
ways of cond itioning the consumer, once aga i n ignoring the
social function of this advertising.
' Moreover, in dealing w ith the class problem in the U .S .A.,
American sociolog ists have d iscarded the very concepts o f
classes and the class struggle, su bsti tuting the theory o f a
continuous scale of i ncreasing status. They assum e that each
individual starts off w ith the same chance of reach ing the
top - for, after all, Amer ica is a democratic country!
'Quite apart from the theoretical refutations o f M i l ls and
D . Riesman , the practical refutation by the existence i n
America of a sub-proletariat (e.g. the Negroes a n d the ethnic
m inorities) , and by the struggle of groups of i ndustrial
workers agai nst their trade union mach ine, clearly d ispels this
dream of successful social i ntegration .
'Qu ite recently, the American Negro Rebel l io n has created
such a panic that Congress has voted extra subsid ies for re
search into "the problem of the c i ties and the suppression of
the forces of Revolt" ( quoted in Le Mondc) .
'Last but not least, we shou ld mention that, when the U .S .
Secretary for Defence lau nched h is "anti -subversive" cam
pa ign in Lati n America ( the famous Camelot plan) h e could
th ink of no better way of d isgu ising his real intentions than
calling i t a soc iolog ical stu dy project.
'So much for the U n ited States. In France the rationaliza
tion of capitalism was ushered in w ith the advent of the post
war p lans, but did not become a serious business until the
rise of Gaullism w ith its authoritarian structures. Now it is not
by chance that Sociology degrees were first i ntroduced in 1 95 8 .
The fact that French capitalism lags beh ind U .S . capitalism
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has necessari ly had repercussions on the academic level. All
modern French sociology is a belated import from across the
Atlantic, and as everyone knows, the best training for a socio
logist is to read all the American pamphlets and magazines.
SOCIOLO GICAL ' THEORY'

'We have seen what close links there are between sociological
theory and the social needs of the bourgeoisie. The practical
organization of capitalism produces a host of contrad ictions,
which various branches of sociology are expected to remove.
Some are set to study juvenile delinquency, others racism, yet
others slums. Each group seeks solutions of its particular
problem and leaves it at that, thus adding its bit to the j ig-saw
puzzle of "sociological theories".
The resulting confusion is reflected in the interdisciplinary
fragmentation of the soc ial sciences, so widespread today
(cf. Althusser) . The incomprehension of each specialist when
confronted with the research of h is fellows makes them col
lectively incapable of any general statement beyond mere
platitude.
'And u nderneath it all is the conveniently forgotten absence
of theoretical framework common to sociology and the other
human sciences . Social psychologists are agreed on only one
point : the need to develop techn ical methods of social adap
tation and re-adaptation and of resolving social conflicts .
Just look at the concepts which are currently popular : h ier
archy, r itual, adaptation, social function, social control,
equ il i br ium, etc.
The "theorist" is expected to explain the nature of local
conflicts removed from their social context, in wh ich, alone,
their cause can be understood.
Th is al legedly impartial procedure is, in fact, thoroughly
partial and biased: phenomena are studied i n i solation
whereas in fact they are inter-related (e.g. racism, unemploy
ment, del inquency and slums), and the rational nature of the
present economic system is taken for granted . S ince the word
"profit" has lost its respectabi lity, sociologists now speak of
"growth". But how does this "growth" arise in the first place,
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who organizes it, whom does i t profit? These questions are
apparently too specu lative to i nterest a "pure" science.
'It follows that the d isqu iet of sociology students cannot be
u nderstood without looking at the relationship between
sociology and soci ety. In our day, sociolog ists have chosen
their side: that of management and the State. What, i n this
case, is the poi nt of defending sociology, as some have
recommended us to do ? '

This general analysis explains the particular case o f Nan
terre . Here, too, the general crisis i n sociology, anxiety about
jobs, anger about teaching methods and the i mportation of
doctrines made in the U .S .A., were the basis of student agi
tat ion. Those who rema ined outside the empiricist-positivist
mainstream found themselves isolated and impotent.
The two great 'hopes' of French sociology are the jargon of
Parsons (author of 'The place of u ltimate values in sociological
theory') and the cult of statistics (at least a bit of real science,
th is); these are the keys to every problem . In short, soci
ologists by a tour de force have succeeded in taking out the
pol itical sting from their doctrines, which i s equ ivalent to
sanctifying the status quo. Sociology professors l ike to pass
for Leftists, in contrast to the heads of other departments
who apparently still hanker after the good old times. While
the latter try to cl ing to their crumbl ing ivory tower, soc iolo
gists welcome 'modernization' : planning, rationalization and
production of consumer goods in accordance with the eco
nomic needs of organized capitalism .
In this connexion, it is important to refute the i deas of
Crozier ( Esprit, January 1 967) and Touraine (series of articles
in L e Monde), two professors of sociology a t Nanterre. Ac
cording to Crozier, the troubles in America are not, as is
na·i vely bel ieved, due to the v iolence of the blacks driven to
desperation by the ir l iving condit ions, nor to the horrors of
the i mper ial ist war in Vietnam (th is 'accident', this piece of
'fol ly', as Crozier calls it) . Such explanations, he c la ims, are
magical rather than scientific. Nor are the troubles the result
of the moral vacuum i n American society, where cash
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is the only thing that counts. In fact, since v iolence has always
taken place in the U .S.A., the only thing that is new in the
present situation, according to Crozier, is the spread of ration
alization, and the need for people to adjust to it. So the pro
fessor's U .S.A. is not the scene of a real struggle between
social groups fighting for different material i nterests and socio
economic priorities, but a sort of puppet show where
Punch, representing Anarchy, tries to get the better of the
Pol iceman, representing A Rational Society! Th is sociological
'analysis' wou ld not be worth the trouble of a refutation, were
it not for the practical advice which Crozier offers to the
Negroes - not to seek power, but to change their attitude
(sic ! ) and soon all will realize the great American dream of a
country peopled with dynamic personalities.
Touraine, for h is part, has put forward the following thesis :
the function of the university is to foster knowledge i n the
service of growth (once again!) and in so doing it necessarily
challenges old ideas and produces conflicts that are fruitful to
both students and professors. In fulfil ling its function of stimu
lating society the university thus parallels the 'healthy com
petition of ni neteenth-century private enterprise'. Of course
this analysis by Touraine is so much hot air. It is quite u ntrue
to say, for instance, that 'knowledge and techn ical progress
are the mainsprings of the new society'. In fact, knowledge
and techn ical progress come bottom of the list in order of i m
portance - far below competition for a l ion's share in the
profits ( i .e. for a monopoly), or the mil itary and economic
confrontation between East and West. Sociologists are not the
disinterested spectators they claim to be, nor is science a glori 
ous pursu it that seeks nothing beyond pure knowledge. If our
analysis has shown anything, it is that the modern u n iversity
is not the place for solving social contradictions, which can
only be removed by the transformation of that society i n
which the university plays an integral part.
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Studen ts and Society
There are 600,000 of us; sometimes treated as mere ch ildren,
sometimes as adults . We work, but produce nothing. Often we
have no money, but few of us are really poor. Although most
of us come from the bourgeoisie, we do not always behave
l i ke them . The girls among us look l ike boys but are not sure
whether they really want to be boys. We look upon our pro
fessors as part father, part boss and part teacher, and can't
qu ite make up our m inds about them. Some of us are des
t i ned to control the nation, others will become poorly paid
intel lectual hacks - but every one of u s is privi leged for all
that. There are 600,000 of us - the so-cal led 'students' of the
military academy at St Cyr, the artists and the 'arties', the
technocrats of the faculty of pol it ical science ( the Ecole
Nationale d'Adm i n istration), and the rigid Marx ist 'intellec
tuals' of the Sorbonne, of Nanterre and elsewhere. We include
followers of L'Human ite and 'mil itant' journals, assiduous
readers of Le Monde, and devotees of the sporting press or
the ci nema, beatn iks, crammers, spo ilt r ich k ids who never
graduate, g irls who will marry during their first year, but
meanwhile study law, languages and even psychology, du nces,
duds, future mathematicians and doctors. How can one 'un
derstand' modern students ? Only by trying to understand their
place in society.
A modern un iversity has two contradictory roles. To beg i n
w ith, a u n iversity must churn o u t the tra ined personnel that i s
s o essential for bureaucratic capital ism. The system needs an
ever increasing nu mber of engi neers, tech nic ians, scientists,
teachers, admin istrators and sociolog ists to organize produc
tion, to 'rational ize' industrial methods, to run the gigantic state
machine, 'to adjust the psycho logy of individuals and grou ps'
and to preserve their san ity, even to 'organize' le isure activ ities.
Now, si nce the bourgeo isie itself cannot prov ide enough stu
dent mater ial from among its own ranks, increasing numbers
of bright lads are recru ited from the lower middle classes
and even the proletariat and the peasantry. The 'right-th ink41
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ing' Left concentrates i ts fire on the class structure of French
h igher education, but stressing that only 6 per cent of the
students are the sons of workers, when, in fact, they should be
attacking the social function of the university : the production
of a managerial el ite. If some self-destructive fit should seize
the bourgeo isie overnight and persuade it to recruit students
exclusively from among the sons of manual workers, the u n i
versity would become more democratic only in its compos i
tion. To the extent that the development of new manu facturing
techniques is i ncreasingly eliminating the need for unski lled
labour, it is i nevitable that pseudo-democratization by the
recru itment of working class children to the un iversities w i l l
increase. In the past, the economic depression of t h e work ing
and lower m iddle classes meant that sending one child, let
alone several ch ildren, to the u n iversity, imposed an i ntoler
able financial burden on the family, but h igher wages and
government grants now make it more and more possible. And
what all the reformists - be they Communists, Social Demo
crats or left-wing Gaull ists - really mean when they cry for
the 'democratization' of the un iversities, is that this process
be speeded up.
But in any case it is obvious that, as cap ital ism increases its
demands for graduates, not only the prize pigs, but more and
more horses, sheep, even ch ickens, will all be pressed into the
sausage mach ine. Now this is precisely where the contrad iction
in the system lies. The production of the max imum number of
graduate workers in the min imum time calls for increas ingly
closer contacts between the un iversities and industry, for th e
ever greater adaptation of education to specific industrial
needs. But at the same time, the un iversity is supposed to be the
supreme guardian of 'cu lture', hu man reason and d isinter
ested research, of unalloyed truth and objectivity. In brief, the
u n iversity is supposed to be the temple and eternal repository
of the spir itual values of society. Now i f, for 'spiritual values'
we read the 'ideology and values of the rul ing class', we are
left with the role the university has played from the M iddle
Ages down to the First World War . We m ight say that during
this period the 'social' and 'cultural' role of the universities
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more or less overlapped. Society needed a relatively small
num ber of lawyers, doctors, ph ilosophers and professors, and
chose them almost exclusively from among the sons of the
rul ing class. These enjoyed a humanistic and l i beral education
and were prepared to condone the most g laring social contra
dictions, while comforting themselves with the thought that
the bourgeo isie was a champ ion of liberalization, democracy,
u n iversal education, etcetera. Later, a measure of petty
bourgeois rad icalism began to fi lter into the u n ivers ity, but
was conta ined at a purely theoretical level : the crisis of soc iety
had not yet really occupied the academies.
Today, it is the econo mic rather than the theoret ical role of
the un iversity wh ich is predomi nant. Th is explains why the u n i 
versit ies have been spl it up into a set of techn ical h i g h schools,
so many appendages to the major industries. But the system
is interna lly i nconsistent - it can only function by trying to
suppress its own log ic. The 'cultural ' function of the u n iversity
is constantly assailed and has constantly to be re-affirmed .
After all, even an alienated society cannot a llow itself to be
come alienated to the point of psychosis. Even a totalitarian
society, with its determination to subjugate every part of l ife
to the will of the rul ing class, group or party, cannot in the
long run afford to su ppress scientific ohjectivity, and without
it, would qu ickly perish. For the strictest util itarian reasons,
modern societies need fundamental and 'disinterested' research
- because advances in appl ied technology depend on them. This
the American bourgeo isie has come to real ize more and more
clearly.
H ence the basic problem of h igher education is, then, that,
while it cannot completely ignore the old humanistic values,
si nce, after all, scient ists and research workers must be pro
duced, only the fragmentation of knowledge can supply a l l
the faceless managers a n d tech nicians that a r e needed .
We have seen that the students are a socially heterogeneous
grou p . They are also a transitory one, and their vari ety of so
cial expectations increases their heterogenei ty. Depending on
his subj ect and the i mportance of his family connexions,
a student may end up with a job worth 30,000 francs a
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month, and qu ite a few students want nothing better than that .
Their studies take from three to seven years. Hence while
the younger students are still irresponsible adolescents, their
o lder colleagues are men with a profession. Nor do these ex
tremes always understand one another.
And yet it was these very students, the most heterogeneous
of all social groups, who succeeded in band ing together for
collective pol itical action, as w itness their resistance to war
i n Algeria and the events of May 1 968. The student move
ment was, in fact, the only 'hard' reaction against the war i n
Algeria, what with violent demonstrati ons, and constant
propaganda campaigns during the later years. It was always
g iven out that 'only a minority' participated in these student
protests, but th is m inority represented at least 25 per cent
of the French student population . As for the rest of the
country, their protests remained largely verbal. The absence of
organized protest outside of the un iversities can be laid
squarely at the door of the Communist Party - i t was both
unwilling and unable to organize effective opposition to the
war and support for the Algerian revolutionaries. Only to
wards the very end, did the Commun ist Party see fit to hold a
few demonstrations, includi ng the one at Charonne Metro
Station (Paris) where eight people were killed by the police.
The remarkable phenomenon of student opposition was
due to several factors, chief among them what so many
people call sneer ingly 'the revolt of modern youth'. Now this
revolt, which involves ever larger numbers of young people
throughout the world, must not be confused with the old 'con
fl ict between the generations'. The latter, as we know it, partic
u larly i n earlier forms of bourgeois society, reflected the im
patience of the young to step into the shoes of the old. This
i mpatience often took the form of an attack on the fossilized
th inking of the older generation and sometimes crystal lized
into a liberal, radical or a reformist attitude. In the current
revolt of youth, however, very much more is being questioned
- the distaste is for the system itself. Modern youth is not so
much env ious of, as disgusted w ith, the dead, empty lives of
their parents. This feeling began among bourgeois children
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but has now spread through all levels of society. Daniel
M othe (Socialisme ou Barbaric No . 33) has shown clearly how
opposed young workers are to both the 'values' that capital
ist society has to offer them and also to working class values
and traditional forms of organization (pol itical parties and
trade u n ions) . Factory work, trade union 'mil itancy', verbose
party programmes, and the sad, colourless l ife of their elders
are subjects only for their sarcasm and contempt.
The same sort of disdain is the reason why so many students
have taken a radical stand, and have made common cause
with young workers in the struggle against a repressive society.
Another factor in the student revolt was their own posi
tion in the system and the special problems it brings to l ight.
A m inority of students accept the culture wh ich is being dis
pensed to them, and the knowledge which is being ladled out,
with the trust of small children. They have been completely
taken i n by what we have cal led the myth ical secondary func
tion of the modern u niversity as the temple of values. They
dutifully attend all their lectures, and try above all to pass off
as their own their professor's ideas; their ambitions stop short
at the coveted degree, or perhaps to become, if they are worthy
of it, professors themselves. However, this fraction of student
opinion is fast dwindling away - for reasons we sha ll examine
below . Another fraction can see through the system, but keep
their eyes firmly on the main chance : they are the opportun ists,
only concerned w ith their professional future. They real ize
that much of what they are taught is false, or at least inade
quate, they have no il lusions about the purely utilitarian func
t ion of their education, know that they w i ll be fitted to hold
down a 'good' job, and are willing to accept the official bri bes
of privi lege, a car, hol idays abroad, money, a house i n the
country .
This section can always be mobil ized in defence of the
system. M ore often, however, they simply sit back and watch
their more m i l itant col leagues fight battles from which all
students will benefit : for less overcrowding, better facil ities,
etcetera.
But for a third and constantly growing group, u n iversity
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life itself raises a series of fundamental questions. And once
they start to analyse their own problems, the logic of their
conclusions drives them on u ltimately to reject the whole of
contemporary society. Th is is because, as an essential part of
the social system, the un iversity necessarily conta ins all the
contrad ictions, conflicts and paradoxes that characterize soc i 
ety itself.
We have said a university is supposed to be a seat of learn
ing and rational i nqu iry. Now what young econom ist, for in
stance, can seriously believe in the rational character of the
contemporary economic scene, whether planned or not? And
only a few diehards among their teachers still pretend that
the system is even capable of rationalization. How can an
economist talk seriously about the rational distr ibution of
goods i n v iew of the glaring contrad iction between the afflu
ence of the h ighly i ndustrialized countries and the m isery of
the Th ird World? How can a young i ndustrial psychologist
help being lead to self-questioning when he sees that the object
of his discipline is to 'fit the man to the job' and that the job
itself is deadly and quite futile? How can a young physi cist ig
nore the theoretical crisis that is shaking the very foundations
of contemporary physics and with it all its claims to be an
exact science; how can he tell himself that his research is of
benefit to human ity, in an age which has produced the
H-bomb? Can he really avoid wondering about h is personal re
sponsibi lity when the greatest atomic scientists themselves
are beginning to question the function of science and its role
in society?
And how can students of social psychology possibly shut
their eyes to their professional role : to help in the sacred i nter
est of profit, to break in more workers to the conveyor belt,
or to launch yet another useless product on the market?
If these doubts about the value of one's stud ies are exam
i ned, i nev itably the system which organizes i t i s brought into
question as wel l . Subjects for courses are picked out of the
hat; there is no logic in the curriculum, other than keeping re
search subservient to the demands of industry or, perhaps, the
professor's next book.
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These lectures reduce the student to the role of a listener;
he is there to record, to remember, to reproduce in his exam
the lecturer's threadbare arguments, opinions and style. The
more opportu nist a student is, the more he w i l l try to ape his
teacher's every word, i n the certain knowledge that his fi nal
marks will be high . H owever, many students are becom ing in
creasingly disgusted and sickened not only by this system but
by the very cu lture that produces and fosters it.
There is one last element which shou ld be mentioned in the
students' s ituation : i t i s the explanation both of the relative
ease with which they become involved in pol itical activity and
of the often superficial nature of this involvement.
The student, at least, in the modern system of higher educa
tion, still preserves a considerable degree of personal free
dom, if he chooses to exercise it. He does not have to earn h is
own liv ing, h is stud ies do not occupy all his time and he has
no foreman on h is back. H e rarely has a wife and chi ldren to
feed. He can, if he so chooses, take extreme pol itical positions
without any personal danger; in general, he is not subjected
to formal sanctions or even reprimands. Now, these very fac
tors have an in bu ilt inhib it ing mechani sm : they far too often
cause h i s engagement to lack consistency and force.
However, when a m inority of students takes conscious
advantage of their freedom to attack the esta bl ished order,
they can become a catalyst activating a larger section of the
student population . It is at this stage, and only at this stage, that
the struggle becomes transformed qual itatively, and the u n i 
versity authorities feel compelled to cal l in the police.
The ensu ing struggle is espec ially threatening to the author
i ties as the student popu lation keeps going up by leaps and
bou nds . It constantly exceeds the official estimates (the Fourth
P lan foresaw 500,000 students for 1 97 1 ; there were already
more than 600,000 by 1 968) . Pressure is continually increas
ing : the time-and-motion study boys have already got out their
stop watches to calcu late how long it takes to teach the Theory
of Relativity . M ost students will end up as managers and ad
m ini strators, toiling away amid mil li ons of other workers at
their narrow l ittle tasks, without any chance of deciding their
47

The Strategy and Nature of the Revolutionary Movement
place in society, their work, in short, the pattern of their lives.
The so-cal led ' liberal' professions will become less and less lib
eral as the values on which they are ostensibly based are
increasi ngly perverted by the State.
For a l l that, we are not so much protesting that our educa
tion is out of touch with the needs of the future, nor complain
ing about the shortage of jobs, we totally reject the entire
system . Our protest only turns i nto violent acti on because the
structure of society cannot be smashed by talk or ballot papers.
To dream of turn ing the university i nto an 'island u nto i t
self', where every man will be able to work i n i ndependence and
peace, i s in any case an empty dream because the future 'in
tel lectual worker' will not be able to accept the fragmented
and al ienated life which this dream entai ls.
As a resu lt, the student movement has become revolution
ary and not simply a university protest. It does not rule out
reforms ( i ts actions, in fact, provoke them) but i t tries beyond
i ts immediate aims to elaborate a strategy that will radically
change the whole of society. Th is strategy will carry the stu
dent movement through success and fa ilu re, through periods
of open confl ict and apparent i naction, but as every year
passes, and the educational system shows ever more clearly
its ideological loyalties and its repressive nature, the student
will find himself as alienated from the society i n wh ich he l ives
as the lowest wage earner.

The 22 March Movement
On Friday, 22 March, following the arrest of six mil itants of
the National Vietnam Committee, a crowd of students
assembled quite spontaneously for a protest at Nanterre. At
th e end of the meeting, it was decided to occupy the adminis
trative building. That eveni ng, more than 1 50 students, o f
whom at least 5 0 per cent were politically u ncommi tted, met
in the Staff Common Room and carried on a heated debate
until two in the morning (The Union of Commu nist Students
natura lly washed i ts hands of the whole affair) . The results of
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the discussion were summarized in a statement, 5,000 copies
of which were distri buted the next day.
'A C T I O N

AND

REACTION

' Fol lowing a demonstration orga n ized b y the National Viet
nam Commi ttee, several demonstrators have been arrested i n
the street o r i n their homes, and charged with organizing
attacks o n American bui ldi ngs i n Paris. Once again we have
come face to face with the usual police repression . After the
i nvasion of Nanterre and Nantes by plain-clothes cops 'THE

BLACK

L I S T S;

' After the arrest and i m prisonment of thi rty workers and
students in Caen;
'A fter continuous raids, searches and arrests of students
i nside the uni versity, a further step the arrest of militants no longer stops with th e end of dem
onstration, but is con tinued by h ouse arrests.
' For us this is no mere coi ncidence. Th e authorities have been
driven i nto a corner; capita lism is badly i n need o f repa i r . To
ach ieve th is end, the ruling c lass has seen fit to tighten up the
reins. It now:
- challenges the workers' r ight of association
- n i bbles away at social secur ity
- tries to r u n soci ety l i ke an army
- i ntroduces psychosociological tech niques into industry in a
desperate attempt to play down c lass confl icts (some of us arc
being tra ined for this very task) .
'

CAPITALISM

CAN

NO

LONGER

CON C E A L

ITS

HAND

'We m ust stop challenging capitalism by means of ou tdated
techniques .
'The Socialist Wilson has clamped down o n England and
now de Gaulle is clamping down on us. I t is too late for the
kind of peacefu l procession organized by th e SNES U P ( U n i 
vers ity Teachers' U n ion) for next Thursday.
'We have to thrash out the problems i nside the u niversity
and act righ t where we work .
49

The Strategy and Nature of the Revolutionary M ovement
'We call on you to transform the 29th into a vast debate on
Capitalism in 1968 and the workers' struggles
- Un iversity and A n ti-University
- The A nti-Imperialist Struggle
- The Workers' and Studen ts' Struggle in the East and the
West.
'We shall accordingly occupy Block C and divide for dis
cussions in the var ious lecture halls.
'As the authorities are becoming more and more brazenly
brutal we are forced to become increasingly militant our
selves. We shall demonstrate our determ ination not to be
cowed by holding a demonstration outside the Prefecture of
Hauts-de-Sein e .
'Resolution passed b y 1 42 students, occupying the Adminis
trative B lock of Nanterre with 2 against and 3 abstentions.'
On reading this proclamation, the u niversity authorities
took fright and their fright turned into panic when, by way of
prepar ing for the 29th, we plastered the walls with tracts,
placards and slogans, some of which caused a real sensation.
'Pro fessors, you are past i t and so is you r culture ! '
'When exam ined, answer with questions ! '
'Please leave the Communist Party a s clean o n leaving as you
wou ld like to find it on entering.'
The challenge of these slogans was one which forced people
to take a stand . The authorities, no less than the Stalin ists, were
furious and tried to incite the staff of the faculty aga inst the
'terrorist minority'. The li brary was closed in order to stop
a l leged thefts; there was a stay-in strike by th e mai ntenance
staff.
U nder pressure from above, from neo- Fascist grou ps who
had sworn to exterminate the revolutionary 'rabble', and from
reactionary lectures, the Dean, on Thursday, 28 M arch , one
week after the closure of the Un iversity of Warsaw, ordered
the suspension of lectures and of laboratory work until the
following Monday. Three hundred students assembled immed
iately after th is annou ncement and decided not to leave but to
spend the next day drafting a political manifesto to be pub
lished on 2 Apri l. Having made u p our minds to introduce
-
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politics into the campus, we were not going to retreat like a
flock of frightened sheep at a bark from the sheepdog .
The weather helped us - the 29 March was a glorious and
sunny day. A large police guard ri nged the campus, while five
hundred students divi ded i nto discussi on groups on the lawn
in fro nt of the c losed faculty doors. The gentlemen of the press
were completely at a loss to understand what was going on; they
had been led to expect a sma l l band of anarchi st bomb
throwers with long hair, and what they found i n stead was more
than five hundred students seriously discussi ng the fundamental
problems of our age.
O n Monday, I April, second year soci ology students dec ided,
after a vote, to boycott their current exam i nations. Then they
passed a reso lution condem ning sociology as a capita l i st frau d.
M eanwhi l e the professors themselves were at loggerheads, for
w h i l e some (particularly in the Faculty of Letters and Soc ial
Sci ence) were i n favour of opening one of the lecture halls for
political discussions, others ( Facu lty of H i story) wanted the
'ringleaders' arrested .
Tuesday, 2 Apri l , was a great day for the students. We
turned down the small room put at our di sposal by the Dean
and faced the admin istration with a fait accompli : we took over
the large lectu re theatre for our i naugural meeting, which was
attended by more than 1 ,200 students i ncluding Karl-Dietrich
Wolff representing th e German SDS.
'On 22 March, when there were only 1 42 of them, they
symbolically "took power" by occupying the lectu re hall . After
this event, which caused quite a stir, the authorities took a
"liberal" decision : they officially al located a lectu re hall with
four hundred seats to th e students. But meanwh i l e the original
1 42 had swel led to more than a thousand and their ranks were
sti l l i ncreasing. The situation became ex plosive when the
students conti nued to be barred from using the larger lectu re
theatre. Thus while pretending to be l i beral, the authorities
tri ed to constrict the movement, and merely succeeded i n
acce:!erati ng i ts growth . . . ' (Guy M ichau d, Professor of French
Literature at the Facu lty of Na nterre in Nou vel Ohscr vatcur,
1 5 May 1 968).
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The students' commi ttees continued their deli berations for
the whole of that day, and eight hundred of them and several
assistant lecturers assembled in the evening to hear the various
reports. After this they decided to pub lish a man ifesto .
The Easter holi days intervened, but as soon as the university
re·assembled i n mid-April, the struggle was resumed. It all
started with a meeting in support of the German student
attack on the Spri nger trust, that mini-Fascist publ ishing
empire whose newspapers were pulling the wool over the eyes
of the G erman workers. At about the same time we heard that
an attempt had been made on the life of Rudi Dutschke, the
spokesman of German revolutionary youth .
The students immediately published a pamphlet i n which
they said, inter alia, that the Fascist who was arrested for
shooting at Dutschke was surely not the only cu lprit . 'Directly
responsible for this assassi nation are all those in Germany who
for months have been carrying on a monstrous slander
campaign against students fighting in support of the V i et
namese revolution. The German bourgeo isie is scared to death
of this movement. It has done a l l it can to suppress it, and in
particular to prevent three thousand young people from demon
strating in Berlin on 1 8 February for victory in Vi etnam .'
Only too happy to see student agitation develop outside its
own frontiers, the Gaullist authorities made the mistake of
givi ng i t extensive coverage, particularly on television. Thu s
Peyrefitte, the Minister o f Education, declared over the a i r that
the insign ificant demonstrations at Nanterre were in no way
comparable to the student troubles abroad . And th is at the very
time that five thousand French students were declaring th eir
solidarity with th e SDS and Rudi Dutschke! !
In fact, the action of the German students had reper
cussions far beyond the borders of the Federal Republic. One
resu lt was the '22 March Movement' - for th e first time French
students found a common platform and forgot their factional
differences. They ceased hurling invective at one another, and
tackled the serious busi ness of bui lding a common front, for
testing th eir theories in practice. And when they did so, i t im
mediately became clear to them that all the old verbiage had
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done was to i mpose fetters on their th inki ng rather than h elp
serious discussion of actual political issues.
M eetings were held a lmost dai ly, commi ttees were constantly
in session, th ere were heated debates o n the workers' and
students' struggles. Our posters were the focus of attention
throughout the u n iversity. Moreover, the boycott o f th e exam
i nations b ecame an i ncreasingly important i ssue . It was talked
about everywhere; discussed, explai ned, and its chances of
success evaluated . We felt that the exami nations were simply a
means of perpetuating a system of selecting new captai ns o f
i ndustry and that it w a s o u r duty t o reject t h e degree, th at
badge o f holy office in the hierarchy .
O n 2 April, we decided t o set aside 2 and 3 M ay f o r the
study o f i mperi alism, with special film shows, discussions i n
commi ttee and i n general assembly, etc . But i t did not work ou t
l i ke that . Threatened by an attack from such sem i - Fascist
groups as Occident, we had i nstead to see to our defences, and
arm ourselves with stones and other improvi sed weapons.
Panic-stricken, misi n formed and above all u nder pressure
from some o f the professors, the Dean ordered Nanterre to
be closed once aga i n . M oreover, seven of the most m i l itant
students of the 22 M arch Movement together with a prominent
member of the Trotskyist Federation of Revolutionary Students
were ordered to appear on the followin g M onday, 6 M ay,
before a discipli nary board at the Sorbonne. We deci ded to go
along to the h earing en masse, and called on all students to
assemble on that M onday at 9 o'clock to march on the
Sorbonne.
By their disc ip l i nary action the u niversity administration
had ho ped to stri ke our movement a fatal blow. They had
calcu lated that student agitation must su rely subside i n the
third term, what with the crucial exami nations o n ly four weeks
away. As th e R ector hi mself put it on 9 May :
'The systematic disturbances brought about by a small gang
o f students who have been trying, on their own admission, for
some time to paralyze our lectures, and now threaten to stop
the exami nations, have forced us to take strong measures . We
i ntend to preserve the freedom of all to sit for their
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exami nations in order that the vast majority of students can
derive legi timate recognition for their work.'
Now, at the time, the politically conscious students were, in
fact, sti l l a mi nority, and they knew it. Hence they never set
themselves up as champions of the 'common interest of all
students', but simply demanded the right to express political
opinions within the campus and without police i nterference.
They realized full well that the main body of students were
far more i nterested in furthering their careers than in social
justice.
It was because of this that the Communist Party has accused
us of despising the students. In fact, we only despise the sons
of the bourgeoisie who, not only content with belonging to a
priv ileged class, clamour for i ts privileges and are ready to
defend th em. Students differ i.n th eir political opinions as i n
everyth ing else. Moreover, they are not a class, and they have
no objective interests to defend . In a truly democratic society,
higher education will be open to all, and students will cease
to be a group apart. We do not, therefore, despise students as
such but only those who applaud the men with the whip, who
move in against every revolution .
B u t let us return to the events themselves. I t was th e action
of the authorities that opened the eyes of many previously
u ncommi tted students. Our 'provocation' daily brought the
latent authoritar ianism of the bureaucracy into the open . As
soon as any real problems were brought up, dialogue gave
place to the policeman's baton : i n Berkeley and Berlin no
less than in Paris. The pathetic excuses put forward by th e
u niversity dignitaries, who thought every pussy cat was a
tiger, have left many a li beral observer perplexed.
'Was it really necessary, on account of a handful of trouble
makers, to suspend all lectures in two facu lties? It seems that
the authorities lacked sang-froid. It is certainly tru e that small
groups of the extreme Left, or at least several among them,
have turned provocation into a weapon of war. Lovi ng
absolute truths and even more the fear they arouse i n the
"bourgeoisie", they claim that examinations help to perpetuate
an archa ic and meaningless system of education. But do we
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really have to take them so seriously ? ' (B. G irod de l'Ain in Le
Munde, 6 May 1 96 8 .)
If we ignore the paterna listic tone of th is and simi lar articles
in the liberal press, we must admit that there is a great deal of
truth in them . In rea lity, everyth ing hangs on the u se of
provocation i n the crystallization of th ought and latent emotion .
Provocation is not a 'weapon of war' except in special circum
stances. It can only be used to arouse feeli ngs that are already
present, albeit submerged . I n our case we exploited student
insecurity and disgust with life in an alienated world where
human relationships are so much merchandise to be used,
bought and sold in the market place. All we did therefore was
to 'provoke' students to express their passive discontent, fi rst
by demonstrations for their own sake, and then by pol i tica l
actions di rectly chal lenging modern soc iety. The justification
for this type of provocation is its ability to arouse people who
have been crushed under the weight of repress ion . Now, to
speak o f 'repression' i n th e case of an institution such as a
u n iversity which has no physical means of repressi on may seem
r i diculous. But repression l ies in the very function of that
i nstitution, in i ts b l i nding of th e student to the fact that he is
daily being spoon- fed with poisonous rubbish . Most students,
as we saw, are w i l ling to swallow it all, for th e sake of a pri v i 
leged position in t h e future, and because they believe that a
rigid h i erarchy is necessary for the efficient functioning of
society. As a result, they lose all real desire, every ounce of
creative spirit, all expression of l ife. The use of provocation is
to drive th is point home to them and to show h ow empty their
l ives have become.
We show them first of all that the petty hostel regu lati ons
are an impertinent infr ingement of their personal liberty, that
learning is no su bstitute for th e warmth of human companion
sh i p . In learn ing to question these regulations, the student is
forced to explore repression i n general and the forms it takes
i n the modern world. Open physical repression with the point
o f a bayonet, as it was seen in the ni neteenth century, i s now
reserved strictly for the suppression of the Th ird World. A
complex and sophisticated industrial bureaucracy cannot
55

The Strategy and Nature of the Revolutionary M ovement
function efficiently with a resentful proletariat. What it needs
is apathy - just th is apathy against which we are agitati ng. If
we i n the u n iversities can show factory workers how authori
tarianism and the official hierarchy can be overthrown i n our
own i nstitutions, they will not be slow in applyi ng similar
methods to theirs. Hence the pan ic of the authorities - they do
not mind criticism, however radical, but they cannot afford to
let us express our disgust i n action. Our threat is that we offer
students real li berty by overthrowing, not only i n theory, but
i n practice, the class-based u n iversity system . We do this by
our boycott of lectures di spensi ng 'pure' and 'objective' know
ledge and, worst of all, by our determi nati on to carry the debate
from the lecture hall i nto the streets and the factories. Our
first task is to make the students themselves more politically
conscious. In practice, th is means developing new ways of
communication : i mprovising meetings in the various faculty
common rooms, occupying lecture halls, i n terrupting lectures
with denunciations of their ideological basis, boycotting the
exami nations, sticking up posters and slogans, taking over the
public address system - in short taking a ny action that openly
chal lenges the authori ties.
The university bureaucracy cannot really cope with student
power. True, it made an attempt to let the movement run i ts
course for a whi le, but soon afterwards Rector Roche or,
rather, the government felt impelled to take a strong line.
Following our distribution of a pamphlet calling for the
boycott of exami nations, the Dean put out the following notice :
'The Dean and Professors of the Facu lty of Letters of Paris
wou ld like to remind students that the exami nations (May and
October) wi l l take place on the usual days, and state categor
ically that no supplementary arrangements can be made under
any circumstances.'
The Dean, moreover, proscribed the distri bution of our
pamphlet wh ich said, among other things :
'In th e present ci rcumstances . . . any attempt to test the
qualifications of students by competitive exams is l ittle more
tha n a sham. All candidates ought therefore to be consi dered
as havi ng passed the exami nations.'
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M onday, 6 M ay, was the official day for the competitive
examinations. It is at th is point that the Rector's 'lack of sang
froid' seems to have degenerated into complete panic. I nstead
of proceedi ng with his 'sacrosanct exam i nations', he deci ded to
close the Sorbonne and to put it under the protection of the
police.
Part of the explanation for h is actions was that, whereas the
most mi li tant students were at the Sorbonne, th e vast majority
of 'good' students were at home feverish ly preparing for their
exami nations, so that this seemed a golden opportu n i ty for
crushing the enemy's 'shock troops'. How badly h e misca l 
cu lated was shown b y subsequent events .

The Battle of the Streets
Pari s had k nown many recent demonstrations at the P lace de
Ia Bastille and P lace de Ia Repu blique - some for higher wages,
others aga i nst American aggression in North Vietnam . The
authorities knew the strategy of the traditional Left and felt
confident that, if they could dea l with mi litant workers, they
would have little trou ble with a lot of 'mere chi l dren'.
The po l ice were i n fu l l control of the streets, and the
political battles were being safely fought in the ministri es, and
in parl iamentary commi ttees . H ence it seemed a very simple
matter to send the forces of law and order into the Sorbonne,
occupy a l l the facu lties and arrest fou r hu ndred students.
Emerg i ng from their li brar ies, from their lectures or simply
strolli ng back to col lege a long the Latin Quarter, students
suddenly fou nd themselves face to face with riot police (CRS)
b locking the gates of the Sorbonne. Their reply was immediate,
spontaneous and qu ite unequivoca l, and it was not even the
students with the strongest political convictions who were th e
first to explode. Suddenly the walls were covered with such
slogans as 'Stop the repression', 'CRS
SS', while the ranks of
demonstrators swelled to unprecedented proportions. A l l hell
broke loose when the first police vans left th e Sorbonne fi l led
with students being taken off for questioning.
=
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'In the Latin Quarter at about 6 p .m., vi olent i ncidents
occurred as students joi ned battle with police contingents'
(Le Monde, 5-6 M ay 1 968) .
All night, special police squads poured into the district, every
civilian was stopped, and anyone who even vaguely resembled
a student was clu bbed down mercilessly. More than one passer
by who had nothing whatever to do with the \ demonstration
spent an u ncomfortable night in the police cells.
Hence the 'riotous scenes' everyone talked about that n ight.
What was so remarkable about the events of 3 M ay was the
spontaneity of the resistance - a clear sign that our movement
does not need leaders to direct it; that it can perfectly well
express i tself without the help of a 'vanguard '. It was this day
that really mobilized student opinion; the first great ripple
of a swel ling tide. And not unexpected ly, the Communist
students, bound to their party, l ike Oedipus to his fate, did
their u tmost to stem that tide :
'Irresponsible Leftists use the pretext of government i n
efficiency and student unrest i n order to subvert the work of
the faculties and to impede the mass of students from sitting
for their exami nations. These false revolutionaries behave,
objectively, as al lies of the Gaullist authorities and represent a
policy that i s objectionable to the majority of students, above
all to the sons and daughters of the working class.' Clearly the
Communists would do anything rather th an try and u nder
stand the real issues.
I have said that the events of the day brought about an
awakening of poli tical awareness in many students. Take th is
eye-wi tness account publi shed i n the June i ssue of L'Evenemen t :
"Are you a member o f the 2 2 March Movement? " they
asked me.
'I was sti ll a l ittle embarrassed, the speakers had talked of
Marx and someone called Marcuse, of whom I had never even
heard. The first time they mentioned that name I asked them
to spell it for me. I looked h im up in Larousse, but I could not
find him there.
'I was told : 'The movement has proved its strength by
boycotting the examinations.'' But to boycott partial examin'

58

The Student R evolt
ations is someth ing anyone can do - you can always sit them
aga in. And in any case, I was quite happy to give mine a miss
for personal reasons. And then one day, quite suddenly, I felt
l i ke jumping on to the platform and shouti ng : "I have been an
i mbeci le. I always thought that personal revolt was the only
way of telling the authorities to go and jump in the lake. But
you have shown me that we can all stick together in Nanterrc,
that we need no longer be alone, and that no one has to wield
the big stick to make us act in unison ."
There were no membershi p cards, no fo llowers and no
leaders. From then on everythi ng went like greased l ightning .
M eetings, leaft ets, and then we went out among the workers i n
Nanterre . . .
'

The u nwelcome presence of the police on the campus gained
th e students the support of the University Teachers' Assoc
iation (SNESUP), and also of four professors i n Nan terre :
M essrs. Lefevre, Michaud, Touraine and R icreur, who
declared themselves will ing to undertake the defence of those
students who had been summoned to appear before the
Discipli nary Commi ttee in the Sorbonne on the following
Monday. Their moral support took the press completely by
surprise and did much to gai n the students fresh sym path izers.
On Saturday, 4 May, the police swooped again, and on
Sunday, 5 May, an emergency court sent six student demon
strators to gao l . Proclamations in the press and over th e radio
then made it known that the demonstrations i n support of the
condemned students which had been cal led for M onday at 9
o'clock were officially banned.
'On M onday, Paris saw i ts most impressive and threatening
demonstrat ion for many years. Even during the Algerian war
there has never been a movement o f such breadth and above
a l l of such staying power .' Le Monde, 8 May 1 968.
'We cannot allow those who are openly opposed to the
u niversity to seize that institution . We cannot tolerate v iolence
in the streets, for vio lence i s no way of starting any k ind of
d ialogue.' Charles de G au l le, 7 May 1 96 8 .
M any people have asked themselves how i t w a s possi ble that
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so vast a movement should have erupted from what was
apparently so uni mportant an event as the closure of a univer
s ity and the i ntervention of the police in student affairs. It i s
therefore important t o expla in how a relatively small number
of students succeeded in broadening the struggle agai nst police
repression to such an extent that it culmi nated i n the occupation
of the un iversities and the total rejection of its function in
capi talist society . Learning through action plays a basic part i n
the genesis and growth o f all revolutionary movements. From
analyzing what is closest at hand, we can come to u nderstand
'
society at large .
The complexity of modern life and the frustration i t bri ngs
in i ts wake are such that we are forced most of the time to
submerge our deepest aspirations. Students, who have to
swallow humiliation every day, are particu larly subject to these
frustrations, and so react all the more violently once they are
aroused . Lu l l them with sweet promises about the future and
they may be prepared to put up with petty restrictions, false
values, hypocri tical doctrines and the lot, but bring out the
police against them and you will find that you have stirred up
a hornets' nest . The students started demonstrating at 9 a .m.
and by the time they dispersed fourteen hours later, a mere
trickle had swelled i nto a torrent, and 'barricades' had sprung
up in the streets. The students' determi nation, and above all
their willingness to take on the police, were truly astonishing.
They asserted their right to enter thei r own university, and to
run it themselves for the benefit of all. The almost continuous
confrontati on with the police merely hardened their deter
mination not to go back on their first claims : the release of all
the imprisoned demonstrators, withdrawal of the police and
re-opening of the facu lties. I must add in parentheses that
during the 'Long March' of 7 May, and during the demon
strations at the un iversity annexe at the Halle aux vins, the
various factions of the Left tried desperately to i nsi nuate their
own marshals in the vain hope of taking control . There were
some 35 ,000 demonstrators present in the Champs Elysees alone
and mira!J ile dictu they managed without any leaders at all.
Unfortunately, the bureaucratic officials o f UNEF, that
-
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moribund Student Union, who had been frustrated in their
ear lier attempts to take over the movement, now cal led in the
help of the trade union bureaucrats who, at the Halle aux vins
a nd i n the demonstrations that followed, were able to divert
the movement away from its original ai m : the recapture o f th e
Sorbonne. I do not want to pass an opinion on the strategic and
tactical possibi lities of captu ring the Sorbonne at this point,
but merely to show that all hi erarch ical and bureaucratic
organizations must necessarily pervert all activiti es in wh ich
they participate to their own ends. Thus Alain G ei smar ex
plained to the G eneral Assembly of the 22 M arch M ovement
on 8 May how trade u nion officials had used every trick in the
book to force the student movement to opt for a programme
that wou l d d ivert the struggle i nto purely reformist channels.
In this they were greatly helped by Commu nist students and
lecturers, who played a particu larly treach erous part on 8 May
at the Place du Luxembourg, when they called upon the
students to di sperse. This might well have spel led th e end of
the movement, long before it had a chance to express i ts real
demands : the overthrow of repressive soc iety. Luckily the
revoluti onary students were not taken in; they realized that
they themselves had the power to beat repression, even in the
face of Communist Party and other bureaucratic obstruction.
Indeed, U NEF, by launching appeals to 'reason' and i ssuing
communiques through the press, merely mobi lized an ever
larger number of demonstrators. And so when Roche
announced he would re-open the Sorbonne u nder police
protection, the students repl ied with an i mprovised 'teach-out',
assembled in their thousands and completely stopped the
traffic in the Boulevard St M ichel. This teach-out was the first
attempt to turn the Latin Quarter into a 'public forum ' . Those
responsible for the d ispersal of the students in the Place du
Luxembourg during the prev ious night were severely taken to
task and asked to explai n their actions. D irect democracy was
being put i nto effect - u nder the very noses of the police. A l l
the political a n d strategic problems of the past few days were
brought up for d iscussion and thrashed out, not least among
them the role of the u n iversity of the future. As the students
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stood talking they were joi ned by scores of passers-by, among
them Lou is Aragon, that venerable bard and prophet of the
Communist Party , the man who had sung paeans of praise to
OGPU and Stalinism, and who had come to take his place
among those who 'rem ind me so mov i ngly of my own youth ' .
A group of students recognized h i m and greeted him w ith cries
o f 'Long l ive OGPU ! Long live Stalin, the father o f all the
people! '
The Aragon episode, i n itself banal and without political
importance, nevertheless shows how politically aware the young
demonstrators had become. They would have no truck with
members of a party whose official organ, L'Human ite, had
launched what could only be called a smear campaign agai nst
French youth . The revolutionary movement did not deny the
i mportance, and even the necessity, of a dialogue with the
rank and fi le of the Commun ist Party, but it did try to unmask
the opportunist strategy and counter-revolutionary attitude of
its leaders, i ncluding Louis Aragon, the poet laureate of the
personality cult. He could not make himself heard simply
because those participating in the 'teach-out' knew that he had
noth ing in common with them. His bold assertion that he was
in the Party 'precisely because he was on the side of youth'
merely turned him into a laughi ng � stock. By refusing to act
honestly for once in his life, and to denounce the mach inations
of his Party, he threw away h is chance to join the student
movement, and inc identally saved his leaders a great deal of
embarrassment.
Luckily the dialectic of events did not have to wait on an
Aragon : we knew that the issue would be decided by th e
demonstrations called for next day and not by some Party
demagogue or other. The people were clearly sympathetic,
the National Assembly was divided, and we saw our chance to
prove that the power of General de Gaulle wou ld collapse
l i ke a house of cards if we went about it the right way. And here
the police force itself came to our aid : by barring the route we
had planned to take, they forced us into the Latin Quarter.
Once there, we were determined not to disperse until all our
demands had been met . And so we found ourselves drawn u p
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i n front o f the CRS, facing their cl ubs, 3 0,000 of us standing
u n ited and ready for action, but with no definite plan . No one
ser iously envi saged attacking the Sorbonne, no one wanted a
massacre. A l l we knew was that we had to defend ourselves
where we stood ; we split up into sma ll groups, so that the
police serv ices were unable to launch a single, directed attack .
Every barr icade became a centre of action and of d iscussion,
every group of demonstrators a squad acting on its own
i nitiative. Barr icades sprang up everywhere; no one felt the
lack of a general in charge of overal l strategy; messengers kept
everyone i n formed of what was happening on the other bar
ricades and passed on col lective decisions for d iscussion. In our
new-found solidarity our spirits began to soar . For the first
time in l iving memory, young workers, young students,
apprentices and high school pupils were acting in unison. We
cou ld not guess what turn th e events were going to take, but
that d id not bother us - all that mattered was that, at long last,
we were all united in action. The Gaullist regime proved
completely helpless in the face of this youthful demon
stration o f strength , and this was only a beginning! None of the
l ies th at have been told si nce, nor yet the final sell-out by the
CGT, can detract from this achievement. I n a society which
seeks to crush the i nd iv idual, forc ing h im to swallow the same
l ies, a deep feel ing of collective strength had surged up and
people refused to be browbeaten. We were no longer thousands
of l ittle atoms squashed together but a solid mass of determ ined
i nd iv iduals . We who had known the nagg ing ache of frustra
tion were not afra id of physical hurt. This 'rashness of youth'
d id not spring from despa ir, the cynic ism of impotence, but on
the contrary from the discovery of our col lective strength . It
was this feel ing of strength and un ity which reigned on the
barricades. In such moments of col lective enthusiasm, when
everyth ing seems possible, noth ing could be more natural and
simple than a warm relationsh ip between all demonstrators and
qu ite particularly between the boys and the girls. Everyth ing
was easy and u ncomplicated . The barricades were no longer
simply a means o f self- defence, they became a symbol o f i n 
dividual l iberty . This i s w h y the night o f 1 0 May can never be
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forgotten by those who were 'there'. For bourgeois h istorians
the barricades wi II doubtless become symbols of senseless
violence, but for the students themselves they represented a
turning point that should have its place among the great
moments of h istory. The memory of the ra ids, the gas grenades,
the wounds and the injur ies will surely remain, but we will also
remember that n ight for the exemplary bravery of the
'communards' or 'sans culottes' of the rue Gay-Lussac, of
young men and women who opened a new and cleaner page i n
the h istory of France.
So great was their impact, in fact, that the trade u n i ons and
parties of the Left were forced, willy nilly, to call a general
str ike for 1 3 May 1 968, in an attempt to take the political sting
out of the student movement. But, havi ng demonstrated their
solidarity with the working class throughout the day, the
students did not meekly d isperse - that very night they took the
Sorbonne. Students were suddenly freed from their i ntellectual
impri sonment, and communication, discussion, explanation
were, all at once, easy and meaningfu l . The Sorbonne became
a spectacular focus of intellectual liberation, and one that,
unl ike th e Liberation of 1 945, refused to be gagged by the
authorities. Moreover, someth ing qu ite u n precedented had
happened : the science faculties had declared their solidarity
with the revolutionary students and jo ined in the general
debate. Now, unl ike Nanterre, the Faculty of Sci ence (3 6,000
students) had never been a centre of protest, though students
there, too, had been perturbed when Dean Zamansky proposed
to i n troduce a more competitive system, and when the Fouchet
reforms threatened to make the curriculum even more arduous
than it already was. Stil l, their reaction had always been
l imited to pressing for purely i nternal reforms. Since 3 M ay,
however, lectures had been cancelled i n a few departments at
the d irection of some of the more decent professors, i ncluding
Professor Monod, the Nobel Prize w inner, i n protest agai nst
the police brutalities. The students used the opportunity for
hold ing meetings with their teachers, many of wh ich were
attended by more than 600 people. It must be said that these
d iscussions dealt primarily with the problem of the exam in64
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ations which were to beg in on 1 5 M ay, but they very quickly
ran o n to questions of general policy. I n other departments run
by reactionary professors, attempts were made to continue the
normal lectures, but students kept interrupting the lecturers
and provoked discussions to be pursued elsewhere. While,
previously, i t had been i mpossible to fi l l a lecture hall for a
serious debate of any kind, and a nyone who spoke of politics,
capitalism, etcetera was whistled at, the majority of students
now l istened and participated even if only to express their
opposition to the movement.
On 1 0 M ay, a stri ke committee consisting of a few dozen
students met and dec ided to take over the entire science faculty,
and to stop all the official lectures that were stil l going on. The
committee was formed quite spontaneously, and grew rapidly
i n strength, while most of the official political organizations
stood to one side or even put u p obstructions.
After the night at the barricades, members of SNESUP
formed a strike committee of their own, which quickly fused
w ith the students' committee.
The following parallel ' lines of power' now existed within
the u niversity : ( l ) laboratory committees answerable to the
laboratory staff; (2) general student committees charged with
carrying out decisions taken by a general assembly i n the
lecture theatres and answerable to the assembly; (3) staff com
mittees made u r chiefly of lecturers but also i ncluding several
professors; (4) the strike committee; (5) the provisional
commission comprising student and teachers' delegates (the
Dean h imself appointed a number of professors to sit on this
commission) and (6) the regular u niversity authorities. All
these powers more or less co-existed as the movement grew,
and there was little the Dean or h is friends coul d do about
it. It was not a coincidence that, after the speech b y de
Gaulle o n 3 0 M ay, the attitude of the reactionary professors
hardened, and they refused to continue to serve on the com
m ission.
This decision helped to cement the unity between the re
maining students, research assistants and assistant lecturers,
who i n their place elected new members to the commission. The
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entry of the police into the faculty is probably not u nrelated to
th is new situation.
The strike committee also decided to follow the example of
other faculties and set up a 'summer u niversity'. The more
radical members felt that this university should be open to all,
and that workers i n particular shoul d be invited to attend . A
Central Bureau of the Summer University was elected and
g iven the task of (a) developing new teaching methods; (b)
running political seminars, and (c) organizing art exh ibitions,
ci nema shows, book sales, etcetera .
The creation of the summer university, which tried to bring
knowledge down to earth from its academic ivory tower, was,
without doubt, one of the greatest achievements of the student
movement. But it proved extremely difficult to arrange, the
more so as the strike committee had to waste most of its energy
on keeping the lecture rooms open in the face of increasing
pressure by the authorities. It goes without saying that the
government could not let things like this continue in Gaullist
France for long, and one of the first policemen who invaded
the faculty on 5 July admitted quite frankly that his job was to
'put a stop to all this nonsense'. In any case, the summer univer
s ity provided concrete proof of the movement's strength of
purpose : the official hierarchy was simply ignored and replaced
by collective effort, in accordance with the needs and wishes
of the students. U ndergraduates in the science faculty had been
much slower to question the value of their studies than those
from other derartments, but once they began to ask the right
questions, they were i nexorably led to a radical critique of the
aims and objects of modern science. And since this inqu iry
went hand in hand with an attempt to open the u n iversity
to the people, it also forced them to question the entire social
system and to make common cause with the working class.
This must have been the real 'danger' the authorities referred
to when they attacked the students for occupying the univer
sity.
Not a train was runn ing on the main lines or underground,
not a letter, not a telegram could be sent, not a car or a ton of
coal was being produced, workers i n every i ndustry, from every
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branch of the state, had joi ned the students. Even the football
clubs were taken over by their players! Just as the strike i tself
came about spontaneously, w ithout specific gr ievances, in the
wake of the student revolt, so, now, new forms of organization
of society were being discussed everywhere. Passionate and
entirely novel i deas were being mooted throughout France.
It was at Charlety Stadium on M onday, 27 M ay, that
Barjonet, recently resigned from the CGT, openly confessed
that a r evolution was possible after all. Barjonet only expressed
what h undreds of other trade u n ion militants had suddenly
come to r ea lize.
Perhaps the most concrete expression of this new sense of
purpose was the occupation of the Sud-Aviation works in
Nantes. The workers, by 'imitating the students', were re
discovering a form of action that they had far too long
discarded while playing the parliamentary game of the re
form ists and Stalinists. The applied psychoanalysis of the
revolutionary students was clearly bringing on a general cure;
on 20 M ay, even the most apathetic joined in, the Citroen works
were occupied and a host of others followed su it soon after
wards.
R ecourse to direct action changed the whole tenor of the
struggle, for the workers' self-confidence i s enormously in
creased once they act without delegating any of their power to
pol itical parties or trade unions., 'The factory is ours, so do we
need to start working for the bosses again ? ' This idea arose
qu ite spontaneously, not by command, or u nder the aegis of
the so-called vanguard of the proletariat, but simply as a
n a tural response to a concrete situation .
D iscussions took place everywhere - there was hardly a
factory where the question of 'workers' control' was not raised
a nd debated, so much so that, on Tuesday, 21 M ay, Seguy,
speaking officially for the CGT, felt impelled to inform a press
conference that 'sel f-management is a hollow formula; what
the workers really want is immediate satisfaction of their
claims'.
The revolution burst the old dams, its force took the entire
world by surprise, and, of course, no one more so than the
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French authorities and bureaucracy of the CGT. The CGT
rea l ized that it was no longer sufficient to fight Leftism with
invective in L' Humanite and a bit of character assassination i n
the factories. I t had somehow t o intervene on the shop ftoor i f
it was t o stop the rot. And i n this field the CGT was a past
master - it had played the same part in I 936 and I 945 and, in
a smaller way, i n daily practice.
On 22 May, the government, i n a desperate attempt to qu ieten
things down, voted a general amnesty. But if they hoped to
stop the movement in that way, they were badly m istaken. The
movement was no longer restricted to the students, it had
assumed wi der proportions.
During this period everything was still possible, authority
no longer existed except as a threat, and even part of the
professional army was known to be sympathetic to the str ikers.
M oreover, the government no longer enjoyed the confidence of
the public and finally it cou ld not count on enough genuine,
sick Fascists to carry out a counter-revol utionary coup.
The various pol ice forces were dispersed i n the streets,
in the factories and even in the fields, since even the peasants
had begun talking social ism and revolution . As a result, the
police stations were u nmanned and the administration left
to i ts own, diminishing, devices. At this moment, I repeat,
everyth ing was still possible.
It was against this background that de Gaulle del ivered h is
speech on 24 May. After blackma il ing us with the threat of
civil war (by whom against whom ? ) the Head of State graci
ously gave us permission to vote for a new set of laws and to
give h im a new mandate.
This generous offer fell spectacu larly ftat. Moreover, two
hu ndred thousand peasants downed tools in various parts of
France, block ing the roads and organizing mass meetings.
Then came the night of the 24th, which could have spelled
the end of de Gaulle, but merely revealed a lack of political
awareness among the masses and the narrowness of outlook
of the different left-wing spli nter groups who, instead of mak
ing common cause, tried to bend the situation to their own
petty ends.
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That day the CGT organized two marches in support of
the str ikers in d ifferent parts of Paris. These marches were
restrained and h ighly organized - they were meant to pass off
' i n calm and dign ity' and not to provoke the police. The whole
i dea was out of touch with the spirit of the more m i litant
workers, and also with the advanced stage we had reached i n
our struggle : we were on the br ink of overthrowing the
government, and felt no need for appeasement.
And so we dec ided to let the procession take their peaceful
course, wh ile we ourselves would spill out of the Lati n Quarter
and plant the banner of revolution over the rest of Paris. Un
fortunately the way we of the 22 March Movement saw th ings
was not the way the other student groups saw them. U NEF
and PSU (Un ited Soc ial ist Party) were opposed to the whole
i dea, while the Trotskyists felt that no fi na l push could be
made before a revolutionary party was ready to step into the
shoes of the bourgeo isie. As far as they were concerned we
were simply a 'band of irresponsible adventurists'.
Nevertheless, they joi ned our appeal for a massed assembly
at the Gare de Lyons . W ith the help of scores of action com
m ittees, i n wh ich high-school pupils played an i mportant part,
we organized five assembly poi nts from which we would con
verge at 5 p.m. on the G are de Lyons.
Dur ing the day, we got the Action Committees to d istr i bu te
the fol lowing pamphlet :
To ilers, it i s time we looked after ourselves ! To ten m i l l ion
str i kers! To all workers!
- No to all parliamentary solutions! De Gaulle may go but
the bosses w i l l stay !
- No to negotiations which only prop u p capitalism!
- Enough referendums, no more c ircuses!
No one can speak for us. We ourselves must remain masters
of our factor ies! The struggle must go on! The factories must
support all those who are now engaged in battle.
This is the time to plan our rule of tomorrow Di rect supplies of food, organ ization of public services,
transport, i n formation, housing, etcetera .
In the street, i n the commi ttees, wherever you may be!
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Workers! Peasants! Students! Teachers! Schoolboys! Let u s
organize and coordinate our struggle : For the abolition o f
Bosses! All power t o the Workers!
The campaign had been launched . The CGT demonstration
in the afternoon collected more than 200,000 workers, that of
the 22 March Movement and the Action Committees started
with far less but very quickly grew in number, for as we
marched through the various quarters, the people fell in be
hind us. At the Place de Ia Bastille and elsewhere, many from
the CGT demonstration who had refused to disperse joined
us as well. In the end, more than 1 00,000 people assembled at
the Gare de Lyons, while several thousand others were demon
strating in other parts of Paris. The atmosphere was electric.
We then marched on the Stock Exchange as we had planned
(the Hotel de ville, another objective, was .too well defended by
the CRS and the army), captured it with remarkable ease and
set it on fire. Par is was in the hands of the demonstrators, the
Revolution had started in earnest! The police could not pos
sibly guard all the public buildings and all the strategic points :
the Elysee, the Hotel de vi lle, the bridges, the ORTF (the
French Broadcasting Service) . . . Everyone felt it and wanted
to go on. But then the political boys stepped in. It was a leader
of the far- left JCR (Revolutionary Communist Youth) who,
in the P lace de !'Opera, took charge and turned us back towards
the Latin Quarter - when most of us thought we had done
with the fatal attraction of the Sorbonne. It was officers of
U NEF and PSU who stopped us taking the Mini stry of Finance
and the M i n istry of Justice. These 'revolutionaries' were quite
incapable of grasping the potential of a movement that had
left them far beh ind and was still gaining momentum . As for
us, we failed to realize how easy it would have been to sweep
all these nobodies away . We should never have allowed them
to divert us, shou ld have occupied the M i n istries and public
build ings, not to put i n a new lot of 'revolutionary' bureau
crats, but to smash the entire state apparatus, to show the
people how well they cou ld get on without it, and how the
whole of society had to be reconstructed afresh on the basis
of workers' control.
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It is now clear that i f, on 25 M ay, Paris had woken to find
the most important M i nistries occup ied, Gaull ism would have
caved in at once - the more so as si milar actions would have
taken place all over the country.
It has been said, and rightly so, that for the first time i n
h istory a revolution could have been made without recourse
to arms. And people have pointed out that one o f the first
steps we should have taken , and failed to take, was to capture
the radio stations.
Even if the OR TF in Paris was well guarded, the authori ties
could not have defended or re-occupied the radio stations of
Lille, Strasbourg, Nantes, Li moges and elsewh ere.
It is clear that control of the commun ications media is of
v ital im portance i n any revo lution : thus when one station
announced a demonstration at 3 p .m ., 20,000 people gathered
in the appointed place two hours later . The broadcasting of
newsflashes d irect from the 'barricade u n its' was responsible
for much of the cohesion of our forces. Moreover, the authori
t ies real ized this danger and, from the next day, the 24th, for
bade any l ive broadcasting of news, only to re-author ize it
again during the Gau l l ist demonstrations.
Here is a point to remember for the future and one that we
will be sure to take care of.
When the 24 May drew to a close, a revolution was sti l l on
the cards - nothing seemed settled either way. But by the 25th,
our failure to take the M in istries enabled the state and the trade
un ion bureaucrats to rally from the blows they had been dealt
the n ight before .
Pomp idou declared that henceforth demonstrations wou ld
be more energet ically dispersed . At 3 o'clock, representatives
of the State. the employers and the trade u nions met at the
M i nistry of Social Affairs in the rue de Grenelle, to thrash
out what became known as the Grenelle agreement. Those
presen t knew full well that the alarm had been sounded and
that i t would take very l ittle more for everything they held
dear to be swept away - hence the speed w ith wh ich they
struck their barga in (guaranteed minimum wage, trade u n ion
rights, im proved social security benefits, etcetera) .
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The pol itical top brass, too, came out of hiding, and the
Communist Party proposed to the Social Democrats and the
the trade unions that they launch a joint campaign against the monopolies.
On Monday, 27 May, the CGT called twelve meetings in
Paris to render an account of the state of the Grenelle negotia
tions. One of the speakers was Seguy, who declared :
'Much remains to be done, but our most essential claims
have been met and we will not go back on what we have
agreed . . .
At the same time the mass meeting in Charlety Stadium, to
which we have already referred, gathered to express i ts deter
mination not to be put off with what sops the CGT and the
bosses were graciously prepared to throw their way. Fifty
thousand people piled up the stadium steps, when the CGT
had been unable to attract more than a handful of the faithful
to their own meetings.
Alas, the Charlety meeting, too, ended in a complete fiasco .
It was turned into a great salvage operation by the official
parties of the Left, and ended with the sanctification of
M endes-France, the ex-Stalinist Barjonet and the reformist
Astre.
Each one in turn went up to the platform to harangue the
crowd, which had become sullen; each delivered an u ltra left
wing speech, and each repeated the perennial call for the union
of all progressive forces. The crowd had been cowed at the
beginning of the meeting with an impressive show of force
by the marshals of the PSU and UNEF (the very ones
who had tried all along to shackle the movement . . .), then
bludgeoned by National Assem�ly-style speeches, and finally
bedazzled by the revolutionary slogan-mongering of the new
'leaders' .
Worst of all was the cowardice of the various left-wing
splinter groups (JCR, Fourth International, FER and OCI),
who no longer felt the urge to explain themselves in front of
the masses.
And so, instead of voting in favour of continuing the
struggle, the crowd dispersed and left the future in the hands
'
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o f a M endes-France, a Barjonet and a Sauvageot. No wonder
that the latter proclaimed proudly in an article :
'After the rue Gay-Lussac, our greatest hour was at Char
lety! Not a pol iceman was in sight anywhere, and so there was
no violence. If the police had been there thi ngs m ight have
turned out d ifferently. As it was, the marshals h elped to dis
perse the crowds by guiding them along different routes away
from the stad ium, and so everyth ing passed off qu ietly. This
was because, at Charlety, people had come to realize that
someth ing new was happening, that this demonstration had
ach ieved much more than the barricades . . . '
How right he was - th ings would i ndeed have been d ifferent
if the pol ice had been there! It would have provoked a battle
we might easily have won . And so the bourgeoisie rel ied in
stead on their Trojan horse - they would no more have
dreamed of using the pol ice to prevent the Charlety meeting
than they would of proscr ibing the CGT.
Next day, Mitterand offered himself as candidate for the
Presidency o f the R epu bl ic, and at the same time Barjonet,
V ig ier, Mury, the JCR, et a/. made a n attempt to turn the
revolutionary student movement into a more 'respectable'
body - u nder their leadership. The resu lting MUR (Revolu
tionary U n ion) carried no conviction at all; the masses d is
owned an organ ization that had been built up over their heads,
and that, when all was said and done, was the old Bolshevism
adorned with a l i beral sash . Perhaps I shou ld have said a black
sash , for their mach i nations put paid to the prom ise of 24 and
27 May, and gave the government and the trade u n ions a much
needed breathing space. The CGT called for an end of the
str ikes, the acceptance of the Grenelle agreement, and elec
tion o f a 'popu lar government' . De Gaulle disappeared for the
entire afternoon of 29 May to confer w ith h is army chiefs.
Then, on Thursday, 3 0 M ay, he del ivered a speech that would
have been u nth inkable only a week before. In effect, h e bran
dished the spectre of Stalinism and Soviet concentration camps
which would have carried no weight at a time when the Com
mun ist Party was known to be bitterly hostile to the student
struggle. But the very moment the Commun ist Party officially
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entered the arena with the call for a 'popular government', the
struggle became one between Stalinism and Gaullism, and few
Frenchmen wanted to have any truck with the former . And
so de Gaulle's blackmail took effect - shortly after his speech
hundreds of thousands of Gaullists assembled in the Champs
Elysees and demonstrated against the alleged threat of a Com
munist dictatorship.
The CGT hastened to take up the General's challenge, and
at once published the following declaration : 'The CGT will
in no way obstruct the course of the forthcoming referendum.
It is in the i nterest of all workers to express their desire for a
change of government.' (Seguy)
And the bourgeoisie took a deep breath of relief. . . . Petrol,
which had been almost u nobtainable, now flowed abundantly
from the pumps. Thousands of Parisians recovered their
serenity in the countryside that Wh itsun week-end, as they
made their usual mass exodus from the capital.
On their return, they started slowly to drift back to work,
not en masse, but sector by industrial sector . We decided to
take what counter-measure we could.
The situation was as follows: the general stri ke was collaps
i ng but a host of factories were sti ll hold ing out and were
faced with concerted attacks by organized blacklegs and
special police contingents. For instance, at Rennes, the Post
Office workers were engaged in a two-hour long battle with the
CRS .
The 22 M arch Movement accordingly decided to render
active help to the workers in their factories. By means of
Student-Worker and 'Support and Solidarity' committees we
were able to mobilize permanent squads to reinforce strike
pickets and also to get supplies through to the striking workers.
We had at all costs to prevent the factories from being picked
off one by one. Permanent liaison groups enabled us to circu
late news and information from factory to factory, and thus
to keep the workers informed of what was happening i n the
many rema ining 'islands of resistance'.
We could not do all we wanted because there were not
enough of us to go round. Even so, our ach ievements were
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not negligi ble, and we certainly helped to hold the fort i n
a large nu mber of postal and iransport depots and i n several
big stores. Above all, our i ntervention helped to prepare for
our last great effort : the defence of the Renau lt workers i n
Flins agai nst a concerted attack b y the CRS. O n 7 June, at
3 a .m., Flins was occupied by the police. This particular objec
tive had been chosen by the government because it seemed to
offer two advantages : first of all it was a large and prominent
factory of some strategic i mportance, and secondly it had a
small CGT membersh ip and a high proportion of foreign
workers. M oreover, only 250 out of a total 1 0,000 employees
were holding the factory. Some th irty light armoured cars
and half-tracks drove at the factory gates at h ig h speed and
quickly smashed through the barriers. The CRS followed close
beh ind and drove out the pickets by threatening them w ith
machine guns. The state had decided to show its hand and
now wanted everyone to know who was master.
The only reply by the trade u nions was to call a protest
meeting at Mureaux, six ki lometres from the factory, for 8
o'clock next morn ing. Now, by that time, two sh i fts of 1 ,500
and 6,000 workers wou ld have clocked in u nder the protection
of the pol ice, and the protest meet ing wou ld have been so
much hot air. It was in these c ircumstances that we called for
a show of force outside the factory gates at 5 a .m . Twelve
hundred students turned up, stopped cars, and explained to as
many workers as poss ible that to go back to work u nder these
circumstances was an act of rank betrayal . While no more
than 40 workers showed up at the CGT meeting in Mureaux,
hundreds of workers gathered outside the factory. The CGT
accord ingly decided to abandon its own meeting and to
harangue the larger crowd. By then some three to four thou
sand people had collected only a few yards away from the
CRS . The temperatu re rose rapidly and several young workers
who had been there since the early morning now demanded
that the CGT officials shut u p and that a student be al lowed
to speak . The workers th en started to move against the factory
gates despite desperate appea ls by the CGT delegates; the fi rst
grenades bu rst, and fighting started i n earnest. For the next
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three days, young students and workers kept up a runn ing
battle with the CRS in all the surrounding fields and woods.
The CGT tried to cal l them back, but in vain. The local popu 
lation were clearly on the side of the young, gave them shelter,
fed them and looked after them in every way they could. A
shopkeeper who denounced a student to the police had his
busi ness smashed up and was afterwards boycotted by most of
h i s old customers.
The resistance at Flins raised the flagging courage of
workers throughout France. The metal industry as a whole
refused to give in, the ORTF decided to stay out on strike,
while practically everywhere barriers were being put up, not
ably at Renault-Billancourt and at Citroen . Unfortunately
these defences were never used - the trade u nions had them
d ismantled just before the general return to work.
On Monday, 1 0 June, the students once again mobil ized i n
response to a call from the factory. A t 6 .30 a .m . a hundred or
so of u s were arrested while assembling in the offices of the
CFDT, the only Trade Union that did not bar students, and
there was a veritable 'rat hunt' in the entire neighbourhood
which, in the evening, ended in the death of Gi lles Tautin, a
schoolboy.
This is how the CGT later spoke of the students' attempts
to help the workers' struggle :
'Rigorously oppose every attempt to mislead the workers'
movement.
'While negotiations are proceeding in the metal i ndustry,
and whi le consultations prior to a return to work continue i n
various other branches, dangerous attempts a t provocation are
c learly being made. These take the form of questioning our
undoubted ach ievements and misleading the workers i nto
adventurist escapades.
'It was at Flins that the most recent attempt of this nature
took place this morning. After the government had decided
on the occupation of the factory by the CRS, and while the
workers were assembled in perfect calm, groups who are
strangers to the working class, led by Geismar, whom we can
see more and more clearly as a specialist i n provocation, i n76
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si nuated themselves i nto the meeting and tried to incite the
workers to re-occupy the factory.
'These squads, trai ned in para-mi litary fashion, who have
already appeared i n operations of a simi lar nature i n the Paris
region, act visibly as agents of the worst enem i es of the work
i ng classes. It is difficu lt to believe that the arrogance of the
employers i n the metal industry, the support which they enjoy
from the government, the police brutalities agai nst the
workers, and these attempts at provocation are not a l l of the
same kind.' (CGT, Paris Region, 7 June)
On the night following the death of G i lles Tauti n , a demon
stration, quite spontaneously, spi l led into the Latin Quarter,
attacked the Police Comm issariat of the Fifth A rrondissement
and conti nued to remain in the streets u nti l 2 o'clock i n th e
morning.
But that was not the end of the story. The next act was
played out near the Swiss border. On Tuesday 1 1 June at
Sochaux round the Peugeot factories, which the CRS wanted
to occupy, there took place what were probably the most
violent scuffl es of all i n those months of May and June. They
clai med the lives o f two victims.
But whi le we struggled on, factory after factory returned to
work and we rea l ized that the first round had to be conceded .
Even so, Flins and Sochaux rema i n two shining monu ments
to real, living solidarity, rays of light in the dark betrayal of the
worki ng class.
Another resul t of our sol idarity, perhaps less spectacu lar but
even more i mportant, was the spontaneous emergence of
Action Committees.
Whereas for decades the 'Left' had lamented the lethargy
of the masses, while splinter groups had vainly kept drumming
on the factory gates, harangu ing the crowd outside the M etro,
or i n u n iversity cafes, here we suddenly saw thousands of
m i l i tants joining together without any outside prompting, all
o f them active, informed, aware and responsible. Thousands o f
people discussed democracy, t h e class struggle, t h e next action,
and all th i s without havi ng learned to recite the magic spells
put out by the Central Committee o f the Commu nist Party;
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without even knowing that there are five different wings to the
Fourth International, or whether the PCMLF or the
UJC(M -L) support Mao Tse Tung. They refused to admit
that they were as noth ing without the bri lliant leadersh ip of
that great revolutionary vanguard of the proletariat which
would one day seize the reins on their behalf, much as it had
already seized the reins i n the 'Workers' Fatherland'. Nor d id
they appreciate that every spli nter group expresses at the top
what the gagged proletariat thi nks at the bottom. A profusion
of journals, of pamphlets, of reviews, poured from the private
presses proclaiming the word : Truth', The Way', The Pro
letar ian', 'Revolt', 'Workers' Struggle', 'Communist Struggle',
'People's Struggle', 'Workers' Power', 'Workers' News', or
sometimes To Serve the People'. _Before s•J much good will
and so many good offices, it is indeed astonishing that the
work ing class shou ld have chosen to take i ts own desti ny i n
i ts hands rather that acclaim any o f the great messiahs com
peting for their favour .
I f lack of pol itical understanding means the rejection o f
bureaucracies big (e.g. the Communists and the Social Demo
crats) and small (e.g. the Trotskyist spli nter groups), and the
den ial that the workers must be led by a revolutionary elite;
i f lack of poli tical i nterest means being bored with platform
rhetoric, with theories that have no practical applicati on, with
resolutions, petitions, marches, congresses and annual dinners;
i f lack of political i nterest is the rejection of all the phoney
alternatives (Communists vs. Social Democrats; London vs.
Paris; M endes-France vs. Mi tterand; Mali vs. Guinea; gin and
tonic vs. tonic and gin; the King i n his palace vs. th e palace
i n King Street; the Six vs. the Common M arket) - if lack of
political i nterest means all this, then indeed most young
workers and working i ntellectuals have become eminently
apo l i tical. The origins of our movement, the absence of
officials in the district and factory Action Committees alone
demonstrate that no professional agi tator or theoretician was
ever seen or ever needed . Better sti ll, the Action Committees
stopped such people medd ling in practice. All that was most
effective at Nanterre and i n the fighting - our abili ty to rally
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where the action was hottest, and to take common decisions
without consu lti ng the 'leadership' o f the spli nter groups - all
this went i nto the creation of Action Comm ittees. They were
born for the purpose of solvi ng concrete common problems
and sharing li fe in battle, rendering aid to the strikers, and
h elpi ng wherever help was most needed. All i nd ividuals and
spli nter groups involved in the student struggle or the stri ke
movement felt the u rgent need to un ite for the sake o f greater
efficiency . Soli darity became not an i deological slogan but a
necessity. Almost overnight, atomized i n d ividuals turned into
v ital groups, i nto genuine communities ( for several weeks in
Sorbonne, and at the new annexe i n the rue de Censier, members
of various Action Committees lived together almost continu
ously) .
The petty l i fe of yesterday was left behind; gone the dingy
office, the boredom in a tiny flat, with a tiny television and,
outsi de; a tiny road with a tiny car; gone th e repetition, the
studied gestures, the regimentation and the Jack of joy and
desire.
Th e organization of the local Acti on Commi ttees did not
precede the events but fol lowed them step by step . New forms
were evolved as we went along and as we found the old forms
inadequate and paralyz,ing . Organization is not an end in itself,
but an evolving means of coping with specific situations.
When we discovered that i t was impossible to get any real
i dea of what was happening from the radio, the press, and
the television, or rather from their deli berate silence concern
ing the cou rse of the student struggle and the gradual spread
of the strikes, our spontaneous answer was the publication of
wall newspapers. They were stuck up in the street, in squares,
in the markets, and in the Metro: particularly at Gobelins
Station i n the Th irteenth A rrondissement and at Chateau
Rouge in the Eighteenth . This col lective experience of moving
into the streets and squares was a new one, and no precon
ceived idea , however brilliant or 'correct', had any part i n it.
In fact, in our experience of occupying th e streets we over
stepped all theories, just as we thrust aside the official pro
h ibition o f meetings and also the mach inations of the
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Communist Party, which failed completely in its attempts to
d ivert us by creating still-born action committees of its own .
Moreover, the large crowds that gathered permanently
round our wall newspapers, the physical presence of hundreds
of people i n the street, made the i mpact of our movement felt
as never before. People first of all exchanged i nformation on
what was happening in the u niversities or in the factories, but
soon they wou ld get i nvolved in deeper questions and explana
tions. What do the students want? Do they all want the same
thing? Why the revolt? In whose interest? And who started all
th e v iolence? And what do the strikers want? A real debate was
begun, and gone was the habit of accepting biased i n formation
from a single source. People began to take a cool look at the
monopoly of news and the specialists of i nformation. Nor
wou ld they any longer accept the threadbare explanations of
th e offic ial party theorists who know everythi ng, predict every
th ing, and must needs organize everything. The sp li nter groups
dissolved in the mass; they were clearly seen to be directing
nothi ng at all. The high pri ests of the revolution barely knew
on what page to open their Holy Bible (who had the time to
wait for them to finish their logic-chopping ? ) , or what par
ticular verse to apply to the changing situation . They no longer
even dared show their badge of office - they h i d their revolu
tionary dog-collars under a pullover. The time for making fine
M arxist poi nts was clearly over.

The A ction Committees
Never before had the local population been so actively in
volved i n real political decisions; never before were their
voices heard so clearly in the public forum. Democracy sprang
from discussion of our i mmediate needs and the exigencies of
the situation which demanded action.
What did the Action Committees do? And precisely how did
they function?
Among the hundreds of such committees formed all over
Paris, we shall choose those of the Thirteenth and Eighteenth
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A rrondissements as particularly good examples of what went
on.
To begin with the activiti es of these commi ttees had to be
geared to the vagaries of the battles raging in Paris i tself and
sometimes as far away as Flins. To that end, we had to make
sure that i n formation was passed on quickly and efficiently.
The only way in which the students i nvolved i n the struggle
could spread thei r message and break out o f their i solation
was to communicate with as many of the local people as pos
sible. Now, once the people had seen the police at work, they
were only too anxious to express their sol idarity, and to par
ticipate i n future actions. To beg i n with , they helped to tend
the wounded, collected funds, and above all saw to the pro
visi o n i ng of the stay- i n stri kers: in the Thirteenth A rrondisse
m e n t alone, almost two tons of fruit and vegetables were
d istri buted each week. We also ran solidarity meetings and
gave direct support to the stri kers, by reinforci ng their pickets,
and by printing posters for them.
At the local level, we carried on with permanent i nforma
tion and discussion centres in well-known places . Every day,
people who had been out on demonstrations gave an account
of what had happened to them personally, of what was going
on in the rest of Paris, and of how the strikers were faring.
There were announcements of solidarity meetings, o f public
discussions o n various to pical subjects, and o f the work of
other Action Committees. Pamphlets were wri tten and dis
tributed, techn i ca l tasks a llocated (typ i ng, dupl icating, print
i ng, etc .), lists o f factories to be contacted were compiled,
food distribu tion teams set up and sent out, etc .
The Action Commi ttee usually met once a day at a fixed
hour and place, and i ts deliberations were open to all. Each
local Acti on Comm i ttee was in contact with the wider
A rrondissement Commi ttee, wh i ch i n turn was in contact with
the Paris Action Com mittee. H owever, the local Action Com
m ittees cons istently refused to allow this coordination to
degenerate i nto a kind of pol itical direction. They reserved
the r ight to take whatever steps they saw fit on both the local
and a lso the national level, and rotated their delegates, who
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had no mandate and merely acted as go-betweens. At the
central meetings, two major trends emerged : while the
majority contended that they should concern themselves ex
c lusively with the coordination of the day-to-day struggle
rather than work out a political programme, the minority felt
that only such a programme and a centralized leadersh ip cou ld
carry the struggle to i ts successful conclusion.
The supple structure of the Action Committees favoured the
formation of horizontal relationships, whose power of u nited
action was in no way dimi nished by the absence of leaders at
the top . When necessary, several thousand militants could be
assembled within an hour (between 2,800 and 3 ,500 were called
out by the Permanent Factory Mobi lization Committee at 9
a.m. on Monday, 3 Ju ne, and stayed unti l 1 p .m . on Wednes
day, 5 June) . The basic working unit, however, remained th e
local Action Committee - in the Eighteenth A rrondissemen t
for i nstance, there were five such groups, each with a specific
geographical area of responsibi lity. It was these which did
most of the real work, the Arrondissemen t Action Commi ttee
itself acting chiefly in a coordinating capacity (relaying inform
ation, etc.) . The division into geographica l sectors was often
arbitrary and provisional, and had to be modified from time
to time according to the specific task on which we were en
gaged . Moreover, the i nternal organization of the local groups
also varied according to the role they were playing at a given
moment. There was one thing, however, on which everyone
was agreed : the preservation of autonomy.
During lu lls in the struggle, the Action Commi ttees organ
ized public discussions and study commissions on such themes
as the economic situation, the political situation, workers'
control, etc. To that purpose they made use of large public
halls, and i f none such were to be had in the immediate vicin ity,
of schools, col leges, and office buildings. Most Action Com
mittees had their period of keenest discussion during the
power-vacuum which occurred from 24 to 30 May. U nfortun
ately, the rublic debates that went on almost continually at
the time showed that the majority were not yet ready to
manage their own affairs. The most frequent question asked was
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'What is going to happen ? ' and not 'What are we goi ng to do ? '
Then as police repression was stepped up, as the problem
of taking food to the workers and their families became more
acute, and as protest grew, the 'they' of resignation gave place
to the T of responsi b i l ity. This was demonstrated most clearly
at the Lebrun Depot, and again at Flins, where, by united
action, the young workers, students and teachers won a victory
over the police, the state and the bosses. Actions of th is type
helped to bridge the gap between different sectors of soc i ety,
and threw people of a l l kinds together in a common struggle.
But it must be frankly admi tted that these remained i solated
i ncidents, although th is was surely not for lack of courage on
the part of the workers, or from fear of th e CRS . The authori
ties had been reduced to utter helplessness, the workers knew
i t, and yet fai led to seize their opportu ni ty, overwhelmed no
doubt by the u nexpected vistas that had suddenly opened up
before them. Still, they did make a beginning by posi ng the
real problems instead of being diverted i nto idle parliamentary
debates, and they d i d have a foretaste of what self-government
can ach ieve in practice.
Today, the workers are back in the factories, and th e
struggle has ceased - for a time, at least. Once again, the bands
of hope stand at the corners chanti ng their old l i tan i es, telling
the workers that only by heeding the call of the 'vanguard' w i l l
they ever achieve thei r emancipation . Words are apparently
more i mportant than deeds once aga i n .
But t h e message of t h e Action Commi ttees will surely drown
these d i scordant voices, once the workers begin to fl ex their
muscles aga i n . Let us therefore see what precisely this message
was.
ACTION
THE

C O M M I TTEE

THI RTEENTH

OF

ARRONDISSEMENT

Political programme adopted by tlte General Assembly
o/ 25 May

We are not a political party, but a group of m i l i tants with
various poli tical and trade union backgrounds. Our i deal is a
u n ited movement i n which sectarianism and bureaucracy are
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replaced by the greatest possible measure of democracy. The
Action Committees are the political expression of the funda
mental democratic needs of the masses. The committee can
only take decisions on specific political and organizational
i ssues and is answerable to the general membership. Th e Com
mittee of the Thirteenth A rrondissemen t is a part of the Com
bi ned Action Commi ttee Movement; th e assembly therefore
can decide to associate i tself w ith any Parisian or national
political initiative.
Why have we combined into Action Committees?
Because we wholeheartedly endorse the struggle, waged first
by the students and, today, by the workers as wel l .
Because w e feel it i s not enough merely t o support this
struggle, but that we must ensure i ts max imum extension, and
further the political expression of i ts revolutionary message.
Because we think that we have much to learn from the
students and workers whose courageous struggle offers new
prospects of overturning the bourgeois order . The students
have shown that it is possible to send the government packing
i n the streets; the workers must now show that they can fl ush
it out of office.
The students, by their direct confrontation of the authori
ties, have shown the futi lity of the traditi onal polici es and
parliamentary procedures with their marches, petitions, cen
sure motions and election campaigns.
But the struggle of the students against repression is only one
aspect of the frontal attack by the whole of the worki ng class
on the social and economic structures of capi talist soci ety.
It is not by poi ntless negotiations that the students have
succeeded in paralyz ing the un iversity system and in throwing
out th e Fouchet plan, but by fighting for, and taking over,
their own instituti ons.
It is not by means of Toutee or Gregoire comm issions, or
with the help of (;!conomic and social councils, that the workers
launched their battle, but by occupying the factories, by direct
action, by meeting violence wi th violence, and by fighting
agai nst all forms of repression, conscription and col laboration
with the bourgeoisie.
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These struggles have opened up new horizons to workers
throughout the world - the bourgeoisie can be beaten provided
we are prepared to do battle rather than shout the old slogans . . .
The struggles have shown that when they begin to questi on
the very basis of the bourgeois order, students and workers
speak a common language. By themselves, the students, how
ever resolute, can never hope to topple the Gaull ist regime.
Only the proletariat can bring this about, by seizing power
from the bourgeo isie, a class that is, by its very natu re, in
capable of granting the workers a decent life or the students
a decent education .
In the present situation, the authori ties can try to under
mine the movement with limited economic concessions and
prom ises to discuss all outstanding claims at board meetings,
or else with vicious attacks on the most dynamic and radical
elements in the movement. It can also combine these two forms
of attack and use the good offices of political parties ready to
accept m i nor r eforms, but basically in agreement with
capitalism i tself.
What u n ites the revolutionary militants of the Action Com
mittee i s their refusal to be cowed by the authoriti es, and their
determi nation to eschew all forms of class collaboration . What
u nites them is their w i l l to pose the question of power, and
develop the struggle in action, by confrontation in the street,
and in the factories.
Action Committees shou ld be created wherever they are
needed to advance the struggle.
It is because we believe that a revolutionary reappraisa l of
French society is possi ble today, that we th ink that these com
m ittees should be set up everywhere with the express pu rpose
of involving the masses in political and active struggle, of sup
porti ng the workers, and of rendering aid to all those who are
fighting at this very hour.
F R I E N D,

W I L L Y O U B E W I T H US T O M O R R O W ?

For a month and a half w e have been battling i n th e u n iver
sities and factori es, in the streets and the squares. We have a
short respite now, let us profit from it.
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When the workers realize that they are being swi ndled out
of their wage i ncreases by risi ng prices, when they see that
the same doci le parliamentarians cannot stop playing their
game of endlessly discussing decisions they themselves have
never taken, when the top brass get round to imposing on
students the educational reforms that have been worked out
by some official in the Ministry of Education to ensure ever
better NCO's for the future :
W E M U S T BE R E A D Y WIT H T H E A N S W E R

The Acti on Commi ttees propose :
- to i nform the population of the real political and social
situation and the prospects opened up by the M ay crisis :
- to explain that the elections merely divert th e struggle
of the masses i nto the parliamentary field, mined by the enemy,
and in which the political parties will once agai n prove their
i neffectuality;
- to help the people to organize themselves, to construct
a political system in which they themselves w i l l take charge
of the management and admi nistration of their own affairs;
- to participate i n all the struggles which are being waged
and to support the factory strikes by fighting the repressive
measures of the authorities (expu lsion of forei 3ners, G estapo
style raids, banning of revolutionary groups, etc- . . .) and by
organizing for self-defence.
The Action Commi ttee want :
- to o ppose the creation of any new political party on the
li nes of those we know already, all of which must sooner or
later fit i nto the existing system;
- to u nite in the streets, in the factories, and in the suburban
communes, all those who agree with the above analysis and
who realize that the struggle begun on 3 M ay can end in the
overthrow of the capitalist system and the i nstallation of a
socialist state;
- to coordinate resistance at the Paris level and then at
the national one, to fight in the front lines of the revolutionary
movement.
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This, then, i s the current position of the Action Comm ittees.
It is on this basis that they will i ntervene during and after
the electio n campaign.
N O W M OR E THAN EVER
THE STRUGGLE CONT I N UES

Today the Action Commi ttees have to lie low, but i n May
and June they were the h ighest expression of our movement.
They showed how simple it is to bypass the trade union and
pol itical bosses, how workers can spontaneously u n ite i n
action, without a 'vanguard' or a party.
Special mention should here be made of CLEOP (Com
mittee for Student-Worker-Peasant Liaison) which saw to
the provisioning of the strikers, above all in the smaller fac
tori es. One of the first of these committees originated in the
Agricultural School of Nantes, most of the others, too, were
started in Brittany . They made contact with agricultural co
operatives and u n ions, and bough t di rectly from the farmers
and smallholders who were only too glad to cock a snook at
the hated government. CLEOP also organized public discus
sions and published bulletins to fill in the gaps which were
deli berately left in the official commun iques - i n short,
CLEOP played much the same part in the countrysi de that th e
Action Committees p layed i n Paris. M eeti ng places sprang
up, the committees became a network for dissemi nating
i n formation and i deas, and helped to cement soli darity be
tween town and cou ntry workers i n battles with the police
and in organizi ng food transports.
At the end of the day, CLEOP, like the rest of the r evolu
ti onary student movement, became exhausted by fi fty days
of constant skirmishes with the police, and as the workers'
struggle abated in i ts turn, the authorities moved in quickly
to crush the last pockets of resistance.
But our temporary defeat is only the end of a chapter.
When the movement takes the offensive again, i ts dynamism
w i l l return, and this time the battle wi ll be on a field chosen
by the students and workers themselves. The days of May and
June w i l l never be forgotten, and one day the barricades w i l l
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surely be raised again . There is no better way to end this
chapter than with the mani festo put out by one of that group
of revolutionary students, known as the Enrages de Caen .
( 1 ) The students have ushered i n a university revolution. By
their action they have made clear to one and all how basically
repressive our educational i nstitutions really are. They began
by questioning the authority of their professors and the
u niversity admini stration and pretty soon they found them·
selves face to face with the CRS. They have proved that their
R ector derives his powers from the Prefect of Police. Their
action at the same time revealed the unity of i nterest of all
the exploited and oppressed classes. It i s in response to the
movement born at Nanterre and continued at the Sorbonne
i n the face of police aggression, that the workers, the ordi
nary soldi ers, the journalists, the research workers and the
writers, have joined the battle.
(2) However, as soon as the workers came out on strike and
the students tried to show their active solidarity with them,
they came up against the CGT, which asked them not to i nter
fere. While many studens tel l themselves that thi s i s not the
attitude of the majority of workers, they nevertheless feel
rejected as 'middle class'. Quite a few students who were only
too anxious to follow the lead of the working class are becom
ing disenchanted as the workers scorn them and refuse to take
them seriously. D isenchantment is particularly strong among
those students who were last to join the movement, and are
really more i nterested i n achieving a few concessions than i n
changing society as a whole. The more progressive students,
by contrast, realize that, u nless the revolution finishes off
capitalism and the old universities with it, there can be no
real change for the better. Hence they persist, often without
hope, in offering their services to the workers, beginning to
feel ashamed of being students.
(3) Students must rid themselves of these false feelings of
guilt. Although their action sprang from the u niversity, it has
a validity that far transcends the narrow academic walls.
First of all, and most important, students must realize
that the problems of the university are not i rrelevant to the
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problems of i ndustry. True, i n i ndustry, the workers carry
the main weight of exploitation, the ownersh ip of the means
of production is in the hands of a hostile class, and the decisive
struggle is p layed out with i n the productive process. But a
mere change of ownership, such as the transfer of economic
power from private to State enterprise, will i n no way put an
end to exploi tati on . What characterizes the structure of
modern industry is not only the division between capital and
labour, but also the division between supervisors and su per
vised, the ski lled and the unski lled . The workers are exploi ted
economically but also they are reduced to the role of mere
pawns, by having no say in the running of th eir factories, no
part in decisions that affect their own fate .
The monopoly of capital invariably goes hand i n hand
with a monopoly of power and knowledge.
Now, this i s precisely where the students can show the way.
They attack the sel f-styled custodians of authority and of
wisdom; those who, on the pretext of d ispensing knowledge,
preach obedience and conform ism.
Rather than waste their time analyz i ng the connexion be
tween th e u n iversity and other social sectors, students must
proclai m that the same repressive structures are weighing
down on them and the workers ali ke, that the same mentality
thwarts the creative intel ligence of individuals and groups
everywhere . It is in the u niversities that th is mentality struc
ture is elaborated and maintai ned, and to shake i t, we must
shake the entire society - even though we sti l l do not know
the quickest path to that goa l .
That shaking w i l l surely come : w e can already see its signs
in the protests wh ich are rising now, not only from th e work
ing but also from the middle class, from th e press, radi o and
television, from artists and writers, and from Catho lic, J ewish
and Protestant youth who have suddenly rebelled agai nst a n
oppressive theo logy.
The struggle of the students has opened the floodgates; it
matters l ittle that this struggle was born in a petty bourgeois
environment - i ts effects involve the whole of society.
Moreover, i t is a far too l i tera l and i ll-digested M arxism
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that tries to explain everything in terms of the antagonism
between the workers and the middle class. This antagonism
i tself springs from an economic, social and poli tical basis .
Every attack against this basis, no matter from what source,
has a revolutionary bearing.
(4) Students must not fear to make themselves heard and
instead of searching for leaders where none can be fou nd,
boldly proclaim their pri nciples - principles that are val i d for
all i ndustrial societies, and for all the oppressed of our time.
These principles are :
To take col lective responsibil ity for one's own affairs, that
is, self-government;
To destroy all hierarch ies which merely serve to paralyze
the i n itiative of groups and i ndiv iduals;
To make all those in whom any authority is vested per
manently responsible to the people;
To spread information and ideas throughout the move
ment;
To put an end to the d iv ision of labour and of knowledge,
which only serves to isolate people one from the others;
To open the un iversity to all who are at present excluded;
To defend maximum political and intellectual freedom as
a basic democratic right.
In affirming these principles, the students are in no way
opposing themselves to the workers. They do not pretend
that theirs is a blueprint for the reconstruction of society,
even less a political programme, in the conventional sense of
the word. They do not set themselves up as teachers. They
recognize that each group has the r ight to lay down i ts own
claims and its own methods of struggle. The students speak i n
the u niversal language o f revolution. They do not deny that
they have learned much of it from the workers; but they can
also make a contribution of their own.

2. The Workers

We have seen that the students' movement triggered off that
of the workers. The students went into the streets and, by
their cou rage, they brought out the people, took th e un iver
sities, and attacked the Stock Exchange. Faced with the com
bined forces of the government, the educational authorities,
the police, and the trade union bureaucracies, they showed
their ability to provoke errors and to exploit them. More
over, they proved that i t i s poss ible to occupy factor ies would the workers but realize i t - without running the
sl igh test r isks. The student movement developed its radical
cri tique of the authorities to a fine point but, in the absence of
mass support, it was bound to fa il i n the long run.
The students were deeply d isappoi nted when, on the morn
ing after the 'night of th e barricades', the workers did not take
to the streets, but limited their sympathy to going o n a
twenty-four-hour general str ike, which had been called by
the trade u n ions and was political only i n its choice o f date :
1 3 May - the day on which de Gaulle had assu med rower i n
1 95 8 . Then, on Tuesday, 1 4th, late i n the evening, the stu 
dents holding the Sorbonne learned that some workers had
gone much further than their trade u n ion bosses i ntended :
they occupied the Sud-Aviation works in Nantes. Th is move
ment spread rapidly and spontaneously - from 1 4 to 1 7 May,
a host of other factor ies fell to the workers.
In this wave of strikes, wh ich were illegal because no ad
vance notice was given, it was the young workers, most of
whom were not members of the trade u n ions, who proved
the most m i l itant and tenac ious. These strikes, u n l i ke the offi
cial ones, were not for any precise wage claims, but simply,
as several stri kers put it, because 'we've had a bellyful'. A
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bellyfu l of low wages, true, but beyond that, a bellyful of
futility and the boredom of the daily round, of a l i fe that
stamped them, like everyone else, a hol low replica of their
fathers and grandfathers, perhaps sl ightly more comfortable,
but no less vacuous. What they felt was someth ing they had
not learned from any books, someth ing so primitive and
deep that it did not give way before the power of the state or
the threats of the bosses, or even before the cajoling of the
un ions.
To accuse the CGT of treachery in May and June is non
sense - it had shown its hand long before. The trade uni ons,
in France as elsewhere i n the West, play the part of the
' Joyal opposition', and in May 1 968, the workers simply
turned down their thumbs not only on the contestants out
also on the game itself.
Unfortunately most of them failed to take that final and
dec isive step beyond bourgeois legality : the actual runn ing
of the factories by and for themselves. The extraord inary
scope of the movement is not any the less remarkable; it was
both i mmense and spontaneous and it produced a degree of
awareness and discussion that was often extremely h igh, and
sometimes exemplary. The workers had no ti me for abstract
theories; at the beginn ing especially they were groping their
way, and wou ld sometimes, particularly when frustrated, turn
back to their old ways of th inking. They acted often for the
sake of action alone, w ith no conscious goal, neither knowi ng
nor car ing where their actions would lead . Their feelings are
hard to explain to anyone who has not, l ike them, been left
to his own devices at a time of crisis, and found it necessary
to act first and look for what theories can be deduced from
the practice afterwards. But from their experiences perhaps
we can learn something of the forces which are already con
structing the future. Hence i t is worth trying to u nderstand,
for example, the workers' feelings about the Grenelle agree
ment and other i ndustrial negotiations by the trade unions.
Most of them realized, albeit dimly, that they were being sold
down the r iver once again. It was this very feeling that one
worker expressed to his astonished trade u n ion leaders, when
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he sai d : 'It's not you who started the strike. It was the ones
who were w i l l i ng to use force. Afterwards you tried to take
charge and fob us off with the usual claims. You threw a
spanner i n the works, and that's why we have washed our
hands of you .' What had emerged at last, and had h itherto
been no more than the pious hope of some of the extreme
left groups, was the expl icit demand for responsi bility and
control over production, and it sprang from the sense of
brotherhood that had developed in the struggle i tself, and
po inted towards a new and better soci ety. It was th is that
made our movement so tru ly revolutionary, i t i s because of
this that we can be sure it w i l l spring up aga i n . Moreover, i n
several cases str ikers did, i n fact, start running the factories
on their own account. I n this action can be seen the essence,
the h ighest achievement, of the movement. Elsewhere the
stri kers organized their own food suppl ies with the help of
students, sma l l farmers and lorry drivers. Others agai n
did try to apply radical solutions but grew more and more
fr ightened as the general return to work speeded up and the
traditional forces re-established their hold . The vision of the
bolder among them acted as a leaven in the passive mass of the
general consciousness, and deserves cred i t for that fact alone.
Perhaps we had best look at some concrete examples.

The Case of the A GF
The AGF (Assurance Generale de France) i s the second
largest French i nsurance company, a nationa lized industry
and one wh ich in four years has twice been amalgamated,
first with six other companies into a new combine, and then
with three more. This 'take-over' went hand in hand with th e
i ntroduction o f a high degree of automation and centraliza
tion. The trade uni ons never even raised the question of
workers' participatio n in this 'great' State enterprise, and con
fi ned themselves to denouncing the arbitrary way i n which the
management (whom they accused of being a Gaullist clique)
i gnored the unions.
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On Friday, 1 7 May, a small group of employees raised the
question of management, bluntly and clearly, in a pamphlet
distributed by students of the 22 March M ovement :
'Followi ng the example of the students, we herewith sub
mit a number of proposals to be debated in the general staff
assembly of the AGF.
'( I ) The AGF should be run by all those working in it.
' (2) The present management should be relieved of their posts.
Every branch should appoint a delegate, chosen solely for
his personal qualities and mer its .
' ( 3 ) Those responsible for a particular branch will have a
double function - to coordinate the running of the branch
under the control of the employees, and to organize, with
the delegates from other branches, a council which, again
u nder the control of the employees, will run the enterprise as
a whole.
'(4) Those responsible for their branch will at all times be
accountable for their actions to the entire staff and can be
dismi ssed at any moment by those who have appoi nted
them.
'(5) The internal hierarchy is to be abolished. Every employee,
no matter what his job, wi ll receive the same pay, based pro
visionally on the mean wage bill for May ( i .e . the sum of all
wages divided by the number of workers).
'( 6 ) The personal files of employees wi ll be returned to them
so that they can remove any item that is not of purely admini
strative interest.
'(7) All property and stock of the AGF will become the pro 
perty of all, managed by all, and safeguarded by all at all times.
'( 8 ) In the case of any outside threat, a voluntary guard under
the control of the council will provide protection for the enter
prise day and night.'
On Monday, 20 May, a new pamphlet was d istributed mak
i ng the following poi nts :
'As the fruits of social progress are in danger of being
snatched back, we must :
- Beware of false friends and have confidence only i n our
selves.
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- Elect stri ke commi ttees.
- Take over control on the li nes of the earlier pamphlet.
'The strike has been won . Now we must start things u p
again b y ourselves and for ourselves, without any authority
other than the council we have elected . Who will then be the
forces o f disorder ? Only those who seek to defend private
property, their privi lege and jobs as managers, and who
stand for oppression, v io lence, misery and war . . . Where you
work is where the action is. There, w ith all the workers, you
can choose to rebu i l d a new world, a world that wi l l belong to
all.'
At the beginn ing, only a relatively small proportion of the
employees (500 out of 3 ,000) partic ipated i n the occupation
of the AGT Head Office, mainly because of the transport
strike. The stay - i n was started by a number of young workers,
many of whom were not trade union members. Later, the
trade u n ions took over, or rather tried to slow things down.
The staff, however, was fully determined not to lose what had
already been won . The list of original demands was i mpressive,
and included four conditions, chief among them ful l str i ke
pay, the r ight of the str ike committee to introduce structural
reforms, and worker participation in the decision-making
machi nery. When the administrative staff joi ned the strike on
22 May ( 1 30 voting i n favour, 1 20 against, with 250 absent) the
nature of the str ike changed radical ly. The young technocrats
and admini strators and the trade u n ion leaders were now i n a
dominant position on the strike committee. This 'take-over'
did not pass u nchal lenged : among other incidents there was
a v iolent row over the function of trade union officials, wh ich
led to the break-up of the so-cal led structural comm iss ion,
charged with handling the question of workers' management .
Some of t h e young technocrats on this commission, mostly
members of the CGC (Confederation of Adm inistrative Staff)
had tr ied to u se their vote to force their own conception of
management o n the workers, to wit the modernization, and
not the destruction, of the existing h i erarchical structure.
Other members of the commission, by contrast, put forward
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the principle of workers' direct participation in management,
on Yugoslav l ines.
The i nterest of these proposals is that they forced the
workers to take a very hard look at the possible forms of
d irect participation i n i ndustry. Quite a few of them rea
lized that the so-called co-management proposal of the tech
nocrats was merely a blind that allowed them to strengthen
their grip over the rest. In particular, by retai ning the system
of 'points' and promotion, confidential information, and by
making profitabi lity the chief criterion, 'co-management' must
rapidly degenerate into the old system. By contrast, real
workers' participation at the decision-making level is bound
to weaken the power of the trade union bureaucrats and the
technical experts. No wonder then, that the trade u nions were
so hostile to the following proposals submitted by the more
radical members of the structural commission :
( 1 ) Every decision, without exception, must be taken
jointly by a rank and file committee consisting of twelve
workers and the departmental chief.
(2) If they agree, the decision will be put i nto force i mme
diately . If there is disagreement, the matter is brought be
fore a works council, on which workers and management
have equal representation. The workers' representatives are not
permanent, but are appointed for a particular council meeting,
and can be recalled at any time. The works council has no
power to make decisions, its job is to re-examine the problem,
suggest solutions, and refer them back for decision to the par
ticular rank and file committee in which the conflict originated .
(3) If the conflict continues, the whole matter will be brought
before a standing committee dealing with departmental
affairs in general. Th is committee too has equal worker
management representation and is elected for a maximum of
one year, while subject to immediate dismissal. It decides the
issue by a majority, with the head of the department having
the casting vote. The decision is then enforced without right of
appeal.
Two things are clear: that the experts are reduced to a tech96
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n ical rather than managerial function and that the trade
u nion delegates have no say in departmental affairs. Thi s
explains the position of the management and trade u nions
quoted in Le Monde on 2 / 3 June, 1 968 : 'We must know
exactly what, in practical terms, this i nvolves for us. We are
not yet ready for action, but we are keeping an open mind.'
In fact, the trade u nions and technical staff made no attempt
at a l l to apply these principles, but simply promised to enter
into negotiation w ith the management once the stri ke was
over . The habit of leaving decisions to the management d ies
hard! The pri nciple of co-management was not even men 
tioned directly, only the creation of a commission to inquire
into new methods of organ ization . It is evident that, at best,
there would have emerged a consultative body, an unholy
alliance between the trade unions, administrators, and bosses,
who would share out the jobs between them, and agree to
preserve the status quo.
This whole situation utterly disgusted the young workers
who had thought all along that the strike was for greater
thi ngs than that. They now had to listen to intermi nable dis
cussions, to flatulent and hackn eyed phrases i nstead o f con
crete proposals. And so the strike degenerated and the strike
comm ittee, whose ! 50 members had planned to work without
a permanent secretariat, and to allocate their d ifferent tasks
to a number of autonomous sub-committees, was suborned by
the bureaucrats. The lesson is clear : once the workers stop
fighting their own battles, they have lost the war .

The TSF Works at Brest
Another attempt to achieve workers' control was made during
the general strike at the TSF (Wireless Telegraphy) works i n
Brest ( Brittany) .
Some years ago, the TSF opened a factory there as part of
the State plan to develop the depressed areas. Technical and
adm inistrative experts were brought i n from Paris and
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eleven hundred workers were recruited on the spot, mostly
unskil led. The central board, no doubt in order to receive fur·
ther State subsidies for the Brest factory, only gave it the most
unprofitable contracts. As a result, they were able to oppose
a l l wage claims on the grounds that the factory was running
at a loss. This caused a great deal of anxiety, particu larly
among the technical staff who were afraid that the factory
might close down and that they wou ld be thrown out of work.
On 20 M ay, groups representing various branches of the
factory (workshops, offices, laboratories) elected a strike
committee and then set up 'workers' tribunals' which con
cluded that the administrative staff was i ncompetent, and
i nsolent in i ts dealings with subordinates.
A report to that effect was sent out to the management
board, and a pamphlet calling for the democratization of
the factory was printed and widely distributed. It called for
workers' control over training courses, a guaranteed pro
motions scheme, definition of jobs and responsibilities, and
control over the finances of the factory .
On 1 8 Ju ne, after s i x days of fruitless discussion on various
topics, including the setting up of worker-management coun
cils, the workers decided to down tools by 607 to 357 against.
The management continued in its refusal to admit workers'
delegates to the board, and even the official CFTC represen
tatives were u nable to make them change their minds.
Work was restarted on Friday, 21 June (55 1 for and 1 52
against), after discussions between local trade u nion repre
sentatives and the Paris Board had led to the creation of a
'works council' consisting of five members appointed by the
management and twelve appointed by the staff. This was
charged with studying 'changes in structure' and improvement
of working conditions. The works council had no more than
an advisory capacity and was expected to submit its sugges
tions towards the end of the year .
This progressive nibbling away of the claims was very signi
ficant! At the beginning, the call was for direct workers' par
ticipation in management, then it was workers' councils and
fi nally these became a mere study commission . Once again a
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real attempt to ach ieve a workers' democracy had been smartly
outwitted.

The Atomic Energy Centre at Saclay
Let us now look at what happened at CEA ( Atomic Energy
Centre) .
Of the 6 to 7,000 employees at the CEA (Saclay), some
4,500, i ncluding 25 per cent of the engi neer ing staff, were
covered by collective agreements. The rest were not members
of the i ndustry proper; they i ncluded charwomen, secretaries,
draughtsmen, tech nici ans and maintenance men brought in from
outside. There were also a number of French a nd foreign
students studying at the CEA.
During the strike, the CEA works were occupied : 83 per
cent of the staff stayed in during the entire strike - and even
over the Ascension and Whitsun week-ends at least 500 people
remai ned in the Centre. Duri ng this time, long discussions were
held on the subj ect of works reorganization and al l ied topics.
The strike itself had been started by a small nucleus of re
search workers (practical and theoretical physicists) most of
whom were extremely well pai d . Not di rectly concerned
with producti on, young, and in touch with the universities,
these men acted in disregard, and often against the wishes, of
the trade unions. The strike lasted for no more than fifteen
days, and stopped when the admi nistration promi sed to
i ntroduce a number of structural reforms and to make good
all wages and salaries lost during the strike.
As a result of these reforms, a veritable pyramid of works
counci ls was set up, with a consultative cou ncil, presided
over by a chai rman, right on top . I n the constitution of the
works councils, the trade u n ion machinery was completely
by-passed, groups of the workers electing one delegate each .
A l l the delegates were subject to immediate dismissal and, at
first, there was a demand that the chairman himself shou ld be
answerable to the whole staff. Needless to say, this demand
was never met.
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It is therefore true to say that, as far as g iving the workers
a say in management, the famous 'pyramid of committees'
was completely irrelevant; its only usefulness was to keep the
staff i nformed of what was happening at the top, but even
here its work was severely restricted. The old strike com
m ittee, which had been formed spontaneously, was re-elected
almost to a man, but it was now reduced to a kind of i nferior
i ntelligence service; and, moreover, was impeded at every
point by the various committee chairmen.

The Rlu5ne-Poulenc Works
It might also be interesting to examine the case of the
Workers' Committees in the Rhone-Poulenc works in Vitry.
For years before the strike, the workers here had taken
little interest in politics or in trade union activities. But once
the student movement started, the young workers in particu
lar suddenly turned militant, so much so that some. of them
even helped to man the barricades.
The big twenty-four hour strike of 1 3 M ay, with its 'parlia
mentary' aims, was joined by about 50 per cent of the workers.
The staff grades did not take part and the foremen did so re
luctantly. From 1 3 to 20 M ay, the factory kept running, but
there was a growing sense of unrest among the workers.
On Friday, I 7 May, the management decided to stop all
assembly l ines, probably with the intention of stag ing a lock
out. On that evening, the trade union l iaison committee called
a general meeting (from 50 to 60 per cent attended) . The
majority of those present (60 per cent) voted for an immediate
stay-in, but since the trade unions insisted on a clear two-thirds
majority, the factory was not occupied that week-end.
On Saturday, the 1 8th, the trade union liaison committee
decided to stage a stay-in strike on Monday, 20th. The CGT
then proposed the formation of Shop Floor Committees, and
this was accepted for various reasons by the CFDT and the FO.
This extraordinary proposal was probably a manoeuvre by
the CGT to outwit the other two trade unions.
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The stay-in stri ke began and, from the start, about 2,000
workers occu pied the factory. At the end of the week, some
fifteen staff-grades also decided to join the strike, a fter many
votes and despite the opposition of their own trade u nion (the
CTC) .

The Shop Floor Committees
The Shop Floor Commi ttees, as we saw, were formed at the
suggestion of the trade unions, but were quickly swamped by
non-union members.
There were thirty-ni ne Shop Floor Committees in a l l . They
elected four delegates each to a central committee whose 1 5 6
members were subject to immediate recall. M eetings of the
central comm ittee were public and could be reported. Shop
Floor Commi ttees were organized in each building, so that
while some combined various categories of workers - from
unskilled to staff grades, others, for instance in the research
buildings, were made up entirely of technicians .
On Sunday, 1 9 May, the CGT proposed the creation of an
executive comm ittee at a general meeting of all trade u nion
ists, in which it held a majority. No member of this executive
�.:omm ittee was allowed to serve on the central committee.
There were two ostensible reasons for forming a separate
executive committee :
( 1 ) The management was only prepared to discuss matters
with trade union members;
(2) Trade union members were the only ones who were
legally entitled to go on strike.
After a week of argument, the Shop Floor Committees fin
ally succeeded in getting a non-trade union member i nto the
executive committee.
During the fortnight preceding the Wh itsun week-end, the
Shop Floor Committees reached the highest peak of thei r act
ivities. At the time, the workers all thought this was the obvious
way to organize: all propositions were listened to and discussed
while the better ones were put to the vote, for i nstance the
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entry of non-trade u n ion members into the executive com
m ittee. During this entire period, the trade u nion members col
laborated with the Shop Floor Commi ttees without any
trouble - all of them were simply comrades on strike. The ex
ecutive committee limited i tself to carrying out the decisions
of the central committee.
The subject uppermost in all these discussions was direct
control of the factory . At the same time, smaller committees of
a dozen or so workers discussed such political subjects as the
present strategy of the Communist Party, workers' rights, and
the role of the trade unions.
By the beginning of the month, all the subjects had been
talked out and a certai n lassitude set in, although de Gau l le's
speech on 30th gave the discussions a shot in the arm. Even so,
on 1 June, there was a noisy meeting of the central committee
devoted exclusively to the subject of allocating petrol for the
Whitsu n week-end!
When the factory was re-occupied after Whitsun, the spirit
was no longer the same. Serious discussions gave way to card
playing, bowling and volley-ball. The trade u n ions began to
peddle thei r wares again, sapping the strength of the movement.
It was during this second period that the trade u nions started
negotiations with the management, and needless to say, their
first claims concerned the status of the trade u n ions i n the
works.
After the Grenelle agreement, the CGT did not lose any time
calling on everybody to go back to work ('the elections . . .', 'we
can obta in no more . . .') , and despite very strong resistance
from those occupying the factory, pulled out its own militants
on Monday, 1 Oth.
After this, a number of CGT membership cards were torn
up, which did not stop the CFDT from associating itself with
the CGT call for a general return to work on 1 2 May, nor did
the fact that the vote for a continued stay-in was 5 80 against
470.
The Shop Floor Committees at Rhone-Poulenc-Vitry were
set up, as we have seen, on a rather u nusual work-unit basis,
which, in some cases, tended to separate technicians and
1 02

The Workers
workers i nto separate committees. One fact sticks out: a lthough
there was some cooperation between the workers and tech
nicians, there was no real fusion between the different com
mittees . Clearly, the divi sion of labour introduced by the
capita lists is hard to k i l l .
Contact w ith outside strikers was maintained b y a small
group of radicals, whose example helped to start Workers'
Commi ttees in other factories, such as Hispano-Suiza, Thom
son-Bagneux, etc. M ost workers, however, tried to run their
own private little semi -detached stri ke, just as they tried to lead
their own private l ittle sem i-detached lives.
What happened at Rh6ne-Poulenc-Vitry shows clearly why
workers as a whole are so apathetic and apolitical : when they
took responsibil ity, they came a l ive and took an active part in
making important decisions, when matters were taken out of
their hands and delegated to the unions, they lost interest and
went back to playing solo .

The Pattern for the Future
A society without explo itation i s inconceivable where the
management of production is controlled by one socia l c lass,
in other words where the division of society into managers
and workers is not totally abolished. Now, the workers are
told day after day that they are i ncapable of manag ing their
own factory, let alone society, and they have come to believe
th is fairy tale. Th is is precisely what leads to their alienat ion in
a capital ist society, and this is precisely why socialists must do
their u tmost to restore the people's autonomy and not just
doctor the economic ills of the West.
It is not by accident that l i berals, Stalinist bureaucrats and
reformi sts al ike, all reduce the evi ls of capitalism to economic
inj ustice, and explo itation to the unequal d istri bution of the
national i ncome. And when they extend their criticism of
capitalism to other fields, they sti l l i mply that everything
would be solved by a fairer distri bution of wealth. The sexua l
problems of youth and the di fficu lties o f fami l y l i fe are
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ignored - all that apparently needs to be solved is the problem
of prostitution . Problems of culture come down to the mater
ial cost of dispensing it. Of course, this aspect is important,
but a man is more than a mere consumer, he can not only get
fed, he can get fed up as well. While most of man's problems
are admittedly economic, man also demands the right to
find fulfilment on every other possible level . If a social organ
ization is repressive it will be so on the sexual and cultural no
l ess than on the economic planes.
As our society becomes more highly industrialized, the
workers' passive alienation turns into · active hostility. To
prevent th is happening, there have been many attempts to
'adapt the workers', 'give them a stake in society', and quite a
few technocrats now th ink this is the only hope of salvaging
'the democratic way of l ife'.
But however comfortable they may make the treadmill,
they are determined never to give the worker control of the
wheel. Hence many militants have come to ask themselves
how they can teach the workers that their only hope lies in
revolution . Now, this merely reintroduces the old concept of
the vanguard of the proletariat, and so threatens to create a
new division within society. The workers need no teachers;
they wi l l learn the correct tactics from the c lass struggle. And
the class struggle is not an abstract confl ict of i deas, it is people
fighting in the street. Direct control can only be gai ned
through the struggle itself. Any form of class struggle, over
wages, hours, holidays, retirement, if it is pushed through to
the end, will lead to a general strike, which in turn i ntroduces
a host of new organizational and social problems. For in
stance, there cannot be a total stoppage of hospitals, trans
port, provisions, etcetera, and the responsibility for organizing
these falls on the strikers. The longer the strike conti nues, the
greater the number of factories that have to be got going again .
Finally the strikers will find themselves running the entire
country.
This gradual restoration of the economy is not without i ts
dangers, for a new managerial class may emerge to take over
the factories if the workers are not constantly on their guard.
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They must ensure that they retain contro l over their dele
gated authorities at all times. Every function of social life p lanning, liaison and coordination - must be taken u p by the
producers themselves, as and when the need arises.
It is certain that the managerial class will do everything they
can to prevent a real revolution. There will be i ntimidation
and violent repression, prophets both new and old of every
shape and form will be held up to bamboozle the workers.
There will be electi on campaigns, referenda, changes in the
cabinet, electoral reforms, red herrings, bomb p lots and what
have you . At the same time, the experts will preach about the
dire threat to the national economy and i nternational pres
tige of the country . And shou ld the workers turn a deaf ear to
them, and persist in restarting production u nder their direct
control, the managerial class will end up, as always, by calling
in the army and police. This is precisely what happened in
France i n 1 968, and not for the first time either .
What of the future? We cannot produce a blueprint - the
future a lone can evolve that. What we must agree on, rather,
are the general principles of the society we want to create .
The politicians tell u s we live i n an age of techno logical
miracles. But it is up to us to apply them to a new society, to
use the new media so as to gain greater mastery over the en
vironment. While people today simply watch television as a
surrogate for the lives they have ceased to live, in the new
society they will use it as a means of widening their experi 
ence, of mastering the environment and of keeping in touch
with the real lives of other people. If television programmes
were to be put on for their social value and not solely because
they i nduce th e maximum hypnosis in the greatest nu mbers,
they wou ld enable us to extend the rea l democracy to the
entire popu lati on.
Just i magine the prelim inary Grenelle talks transmitted as a
whole; j ust imagine the 'dia logues' between the bosses and the
professional trade union pundits transmitted straight to the
workshops. The workers would j ust laugh themselves sick,
and throw the lot out of office.
O r take the question of planning the economy. Clearly,
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even in the future, planning will have to be done, but not just
for the sake of profit or balancing the books. Once the workers
have learned to manage their own affairs, in fu l l equality and
col lective effort, they will try quite naturally to place the
whole system of production and di stribution on an entirely new
basis. As Vaneighem has put it: 'For my part, the only
equality that really matters is that which gives free rei n to my
desires whi le recognizing me as a man among men .' (Traite de
savoir-vivre a /'usage des jeunes generations, Paris, 1 947.)
Contemporary history has shown that the abolition of the
private ownership of the means of production, essential
though it is, does not necessarily mean the end of exploitation.
U nder capitalism, wages and prices fluctuate more or less with
the law of supply and demand . Hence we are led to believe
that the amel ioration of the workers' lot i s a simple mar
keting (or p lanning) problem, and that all our pressing soc ial
questions can be solved by 'dialogues' between officials or par
l iamentary representatives.
Similarly the wage system hides the reality of exploita
tion by suggesting that pay is simply a matter of productive
capacity - but how do you evaluate the productive capacity
of, say, a schoolteacher?
In the capitalist system, the only standard of value is money,
hence the worker himself has a price tag that fits him neatly
into a social pigeon-hole and is set apart from the rest . He
has become just another commodity, not a man but an eco ·
nomic abstraction, whose relationship with other men i s gov
erned by arbitrary laws over which he has no control . The
time each worker spends on a particular job is expressed in
working hours; it is only when the workers themselves take
control, and appropriate the fru its, of their own production,
that work w i l l be determined by real needs and not by blind
and arbi trary market forces. Soc ial relationsh i ps will no
longer be vertical - from top to bottom, from director to
worker - but horizontal, between equal producers working
i n harmony. And the product of their toi l w i l l no longer be
appropriated by parasitic organisms, but shared out fairly
between one and all.
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All th is is doubtless a far cry from the general strike of May
and June which, though i t gave spontaneous expression to
popu lar disgust at the present system and showed the workers
their real power on a scale un precedented in recent French
hi story, fai led precisely because the workers themselves fai led
to take the next logical step : to run the economy by them
selves as free and equa l partners. As Coudray puts it i n La
breche : 'It should be said firmly and calmly : i n M ay, 1 968,
i n France, the industrial proletariat, far from bei ng the r evo
lutionary vanguard of soci ety, was i ts dumb rcarguard . In
M ay, 1 968, the most conservative, th e most mystified stratum
of society, the one most deeply ensnared in the traps of
bureaucratic capital ism, was the worki ng class, and more par
ticularly that fraction of the working class which belongs to
the Communist Party and the CGT .'
Now this fail ure cannot be explai ned simply in terms · of
treachery by the worki ng-class organ izations, for i t is basic
ally due to th e erosion of initiative within the capitalist system.
The i deological submissiveness and serv i lity of the wage
slaves must not be condemned, which serves no purpose, nor
deplored, which helps to engender a moral su periority, nor
accepted, which can only lead to complete inaction - i t must
be fought by an active and conscious assau lt, if necessary by a
m i nori ty, on the system in every sphere of daily l i fe .
T h e d ifferences between t h e revoluti onary students and the
workers spring di rectly from their disti nct social positions.
Thus few students have had real experience of grinding
poverty - their struggle is about the hierarch ical structure of
society, about oppression in comfort. They do not so much
have to contend with a lack of material goods as with u nfu l
fi l led desires and aspirations. The workers on the other hand
suffer from di rect economic oppress ion and m isery - earning
wages of less than 500 francs per month , in poorly venti lated,
dirty and noisy factories, where the foreman, the chief engi neer
and the manager a l l throw their weight about and conspire to
keep those under them in their place .
French soci ety i n general, and Gau llist society i n particular,
i s but the expression of modern bureaucratic capitalism, which
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must constantly expand or disintegrate. Hence the State must
increasingly intervene to prevent stagnation. This in no way
removes the inner contradictions of capitalism, or stops i t
from wasting resources o n a gigantic scale. True, capitalism
has been able to raise real wages, i ndeed it must do so if it is to
foist i ts mass-produced rubbish on the working class, but it i s
quite i ncapable of harnessing the forces of production to
rational goals - only socialism can do that.
M eanwhi le, the increasing bureaucratization and automa
tion of the economy is helping to split the producing class
more and more into distinct strata : unskilled workers who
serve as mere robots, skilled craftsmen, staff grades, technical
experts, scientists and so on, each with special i nterests and
grievances of their own . As a result, workers in the lowest and
highest categories do not seem to have any common i nterests
- other than unmasking the trickery of a system that robs
Peter to pay Paul, and going on to see that the only solution
to their individual problems is a joint one - revolution and
a new society, in which objective logic and necessity wi ll
decide the c laims of all.
This solution can only be reached by the association of all the
non-exploitative categories of i ndustry : manual workers as
well as i ntellectuals, office workers and technicians. Every
attempt to achieve workers' management by excluding any
one category is bound to fail, and will merely help to re-intro
duce bureaucratic methods of control . Modern society has
become 'proletarianized' to the extent that the old 'petty
bourgeois' class is disappearing, that most people have been
transformed into wage earners and have been subjected to
the capitalist division of labour . However, this proletarian
i zation in no way represents the classical M arxist image of a
society moving towards two poles, a vast mass of increasingly
impoverished workers and a handful of immensely rich and
powerful capitalists. Rather has society been transformed
i nto a pyramid, or, more correctly, i nto a complex set of
bureaucratic pyramids. As a result, there are not the two poles
of Marx but a whole Jacob's ladder, and there are no signs
that this wil l be reversed . Hence the revolutionary movement
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must learn to translate the language of yesterday into the lan
guage of today . Just as it was difficu It to explain col lectiviza
tion to the peasantry in the u nmechanized Russia at the time
of the R evolution, so it is d i fficult in the modern world of i n 
creasingly spec ialized skills t o p u t across t o t h e workers the
idea o f d i rect control . Now this specialization is, in fact, just
another aspect of the capitalist principle of divide and rule,
since most skills can be taught much more w idely than they
are today, and there is no reason why the workers should
not pool their i nformation.
Capitalists, on the other hand, cannot do this because they
work in competition. Moreover, few of them can even pro
duce their own bluepri nts, and this applies equally well to
all the m i n isters and permanent secretaries, who only endorse
the reports o f their experts. And even these work in separate
groups, each concentrating on a speci al fi eld and each using
jargon appropriate to that field . The ruling class deliber
ately fosters this proli feration of tongues, and as long as they
are allowed to have their way, the workers will continue to
be kept in ignorance, and hence remai n l i ke sai lors who dare
not mutiny because the art of navigation is kept a secret from
them .
The revoluti onary students can play a very important part
i n changi ng this picture. Having been trained as future man
agers, they are in a position to make their knowledge ava il
able to a l l . To that end, the 'critical un iversi ty' must be
transformed i nto a people's university. I f only a handful of
'technocrats' proclaim loudly enough that the monopoly of
knowledge is a capitalist myth, the workers wi l l not be long in
realizing that they are being led by the nose, and that know
ledge is theirs for the asking.
The events o f May and June have demonstrated that when
driven i nto a corner, the capitalists wi ll use violence to defend
their bureaucratic hold on society. Part of the h i erarchy i s
concerned with mai ntaining poli tical dom i nation, another
with admi nistrative domi nation, a third with economic domi
nation, but all are agreed to preserve the system . Or rather, all
were agreed until the spontaneity and freedom released by the
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student movement blew like a breath of fresh air through all
the petrified i nstitutions, organizations and professional
bodies of France, and forced many who had been among the
staunchest defenders of the system to question its basis for the
first time. A case in point is the action of schoolteachers, who
came from far and wide to join in the deliberation of the far
left mi litants of the Federation of National Education when,
only two months earlier, the Federation had found it quite
i mpossible to interest them i n even the most tempting peda
gogical debates. Now, teachers appeared in their thousands to
discuss such fundamental problems as pupil participation, the
dangers of a repressive environment, the fostering of the
child's imagination, and allied topics.
It is difficult not to adopt a paternalistic tone when speak
ing of the struggle of high school boys and girls, whose re
fusal to be cowed often expressed itself i n chi ldish ways, all
the more touching for that. As they occupied their schools,
forced their teachers to enter into a dialogue with them, and
joi ned the students on the barricades, often without fully ap
preciating what the struggle was about, they matured almost
overnight. They had been spoon-fed on Rousseau and Emile
for years, and at last they realized that i t is not enough just to
read about freedom in education.
M oreover, as they came home at night and were faced with
utter lack of understanding by their parents, were threatened
and locked up, they began to question the whole basis of
French family life. Having once tasted freedom in action,
they woul d not submit to the authority of those who had
never dared to question the power of the State, and had meekly
become conscripts at the age of eighteen, to be sent off to fight
in the colonies. The liberty these parents refused to give to
their children, the children now took for themselves.
The same kind of courage and determination was also
shown by many technicians and staff of the ORTF (French
Radio and Television) . True, the majority of them were not
'revolutionaries' but they nevertheless challenged the authori 
ties, i f only by refusing to continue as slavish dispensers of
State-doctored i nformation. In so doing, they sabotaged the
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system at i ts moment of greatest danger, and robbed it of
one of i ts chief i deological weapons. The ORTF stri ke high
l i ghted how much can be achi eved if just a handfu l of tech
nicians beg i n to questi on society, and showed that what had
previously passed as objectivity of i nformation and liberty of
expression was no more than a farce.
The 'premature' R evolution of 1 968 has introduced an en
tirely new factor i nto the revolutionary process : the entry
i nto the struggle of youth, often priv i leged, but i n a ny case
disgusted with present society and thus acting as rallying
points for th e toil ing masses. The crisis of our culture, the
break-up of a l l true values and the crushing of individuality
w i l l continue for as long as capitalism and i ts basic contra
dictions are allowed to persist. We have just l ived through a
major tremor ; a 'cultural crisis' of capitalist 'li fe', a crisis i n
which the exploi ted themselves not only transformed society
but also transformed themselves, so much so that when the
struggle starts up again i t is bound to be carried to a h igher
stage. The maturation of socialist thought can never be a
purely objective process (because no social progress i s pos
sible without human activity, and because the i dea that the
revolution is preorda ined by the logic of events is no less ridi
culous tha n trying to forecast i t from the stars) . Nor i s i t purely
subjective i n th e psychological sense . It is a historical process
which can only be realized in action, in the c lass struggle. It
is not guaranteed by any law, and though probable, it is by no
means i nevi table. The bureaucratization of society explicitly
poses the prob lem of management, by whom, for whom and
by what means. As bureaucratic capitalism i mproves th e
general standard of living, i t becomes possi ble to turn th e
workers' attention to th e vacuity of their present l ives (as seen,
for i nstance, i n th eir sexual, family, social and work relation
shi ps) . Individuals find it i ncreasingly difficult to solve thi s
problem by applying the norms they have been taught, and
eve n when they do conform they do so wi thout any real con
v iction. Many w i l l go on to i nvent new responses to their
situation, and in so doing they assert their right to live as free
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men i n a vital commu nity. The real meaning of revolution
i s not a change in management, but a change in man . This
change we must make in our own l ifetime and not for our
chi ldren's sake, for the revolution must be born of joy and not
of sacrifice.

II

The Strategy of the State

I . Introduction

'The Empire, with the coup d 'etat fo r its certificate of
bi rth, universal s u ffrage for its sanction, and the sword fo r
its sceptre, professed to rest upon the peasantry, the large
mass o f producers not directly involved i n the struggle of
capital and labour. It professed to save the working class
by breaking down Parli amentarism and, with it, the
undisguised s ubserviency of Government to the
propertied classes. I t professed to save the propertied
classes. It professed to save the propertied classes by
upholding their economic supremacy over the working
class ; and, fin ally, it professed to unite all classes by
reviving for all the chimera of national glory.'
(Karl Marx:

The Civil War in France)

All 'democratic ' bourgeois authority is supposed to represent
the i nterests of the nation as a whole. Since it ostensibly places
i tself above the confl icts with i n soci ety, it can use th e 'wi ll o f
t h e majority' t o remove th e cause of these conflicts. It is i n the
name o f this principle that i t justi fies i ts actions during periods
of overt c lass struggle. At times of crisis, the mach inery, stra
tegy and true nature o f authority are brought i nto the open .
Indeed, to provoke this i s one of the primary and funda
mental tasks o f the revoluti onary movement. To make the
workers accept the i deology of, and repression by, the State
the bourgeoisie has brough t in a whole system of control and
enslavement - a system that becomes more and more complex
with i ncreased i ndustrial ization and automation. Now, this
very complexity renders the State less and less capable of
decisive action in a n emergency. I t must therefore do its u t
most to stop such emergencies from arising in the first place.
The French crisis was, at first, a crisis with i n a single i nsti 
tution - the university. We shall therefore beg in by looking at
the strategy of the State, or rather i ts non· strategy, aga i nst
the revolutionary student movement.
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2 . The State and the University

Nanterre is a college with a li beral administration, and its
Dean, M . Grappin, wanted his institution to be 'one big, happy
family'. But though Nanterre is anything but a barracks, it
remains an institution whose authority derives from the State,
an institution which is controlled by th e State, and whose
chief function is to serve the State. All the important de
cisions concerning Nanterre are taken at the Mi nistry of Edu
cation, and the Mi nistry suffers from a basic lack of historical
understanding, or else they wou ld have learned from Karl
Marx that 'men make their own hi story, but they do not make
it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances di rectly
fou nd, given and transmitted from the past' . (The Eigh teen th
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.)
Thus, when the authorities claimed that at the core of the
student demonstrations was a small number of militants, they
were right in a way, but did not realize that th is minority cou ld
only make itself felt because i t expressed the feelings, and had
the support, of the mass of students.
All institutions have the necessary machinery for dealing
with claims for mi nor reforms within the framework o f the
system . But what can they do when faced with a movement
that denies authority as such and refuses to enter into spuri
ous dialogues? The power of the Head, the Dean in this case,
rests ultimately on the power of the bureaucratic state. Now
that state is only powerful if it is recognized; when it is ignored
it can do nothing. If it is li beral, it cannot consistently oppose
the wishes of the majority, and must i nstead try to get rid
of the ' troublemakers' . And it is typical of Nanterre that i t tried
both courses, and fa iled.
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'For the shoemaker there is nothing like leather', and th e
authorities were only able to understand opposition in
terms of their own power structure. We know we are nice
chaps, we know th e students are nice chaps : hence th e
trou ble must simply be their leaders. Once we have got rid of
them, everyth ing will be smooth sai ling aga i n . Here is Dean
G rapp i n explaining the closure of Nanterre on 3 May :
'Th is exceptional measure is one whose extreme grav i ty I
apprec iate, but the excesses of a few have rendered it u navoid·
able. I appeal to all of you, and particularly to the students,
to show by your work and by your atti tude, that our college
has not lost i ts true spirit.'
The tech nique is simple and, of course, underestimates the
strength of the movement. As Professor Touraine explai ned .
i n a n i n terview, it was the worst possible solution. It relied
largely on the fact that, at exami nation time, the students
would be only too anxious to get back to their swatting. But
in fact, the maj ority was ready to sacrifice a year of their time
for th e sake o f h itting out at 'the true college spirit', and all
the Dean's calculations misfired .
On 8 April, the administration stage-managed a meeti ng
during which the 'good students' were g iven the opportunity
to protest against the ' lunatic fringe'. Imagine the dismay of
the authorities when they cou ld drum u p no more than 400
such paragons of student virtue!
The admini stration now began to panic, and decided to
summon the ' leaders' to appear before a disciplinary cou nci l .
Th is decision proved thei r downfall, for i nstead o f i solating
these ' leaders' it brought about a mass demonstration by the
stu dents.
'The Dean and the professorial body had tried to i nitiate a
permanent dialogue at all levels, but th is was not crowned by
success . What were these daily agitations all about? In the
name of a "un iversity critique" the most stupi d rhetor ic was
poured out in lecture theatres which, for the night, had been
chri stened : Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, Mao Tse Tung, or
Leon Trotsky.' (Peyrefitte i n the National Assembly on 9
M ay .)
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What precisely was this outburst about ? We had, in fact,
decided to set up a parallel 'critical university' to attack the
ideological content of the lecture courses. M ost of the
academic staff were unwil li ng to have their authority and their
i deas challenged in this way, particularly as the 'critical uni
versity' became the centre of political ferment, a strategical
base for the anti -system . It was the critical university that
gave a dissertation on Rimbaud and his love for the Com
mune, and forced a professor to cry out 'Gentlemen, we are
writers and poets and not politicians. Art is above the
sordid level of politics.'
Faced with the spread of a rival ideology, the university
authorities reacted like any political power. That excep
tional professor Touraine summed up the position in an in
terview he gave after the events of M ay : 'Politics has entered
the university, never again to leave. The more modern and
scientific a university becomes, the stronger grows its political
and i deological commitment.The more young people are taught
to think for themselves, the more they will challenge, criticize,
and protest. The university continually creates its own oppo
sition . The ferment is bound to develop. The movement of Nan
terre was only the beginning. Personally I think that the prob
lems of the professors have only just started . . . But if politics
must needs be thrown out of the university, then I myself will
get out as wel l .'

3 . The Authority of the State
and the Vulnerability of Society

The State has an army, a police force, and judges, to fight i ts
battles . The State i s above the law because it makes the law,
and it w i l l not hesitate to use all its power to defend itself.
This could be seen in its reactions to the demonstrations at the
P lace de I a Concorde and !'Etoile - when pai ned i ncompre
hensi on gave way to panic. The liberal mask was dropped, and
overnight the State resorted to naked force . The authorities
had no overal l strategy but acted pragmatically from day to
day, i ssuing order after contradictory order. And, of course,
neither the police, u n iversities nor judiciary could take any
action without a decision at m inister ial level - a n ironic
example o f the split between the executive and administrative
arms.
The i nitial strategy of the authorities was to try i ntimida
tion . Manipu lating justice and the parliamentary machine, they
went i nto business on a grand scale. There were sermons and
sentences i n the courts (and they even managed to stage a
hearing o n a Sunday ! ) ; the law played i ts part as obediently as
any policema n . Those who were suspected of hav ing partici 
pated i n t h e demonstrations were held up t o public ridicule,
l i ke so many drunkards in the stocks. But i n fact the v ictims
attracted more sympathy than disgust. It is generally agreed
now that most of the po lice ev idence was trumped u p . Sen
tence did not depend on the part played by the accused, but
on the violence of the general demonstration .
'At a time when Paris has been chosen as the site for nego
tiations on Vi etnam, and is showing the whole world that i t
h a s no peer as a capita l of peace, w e cannot allow a handful of
agitators to abuse the tradition of French hospitality, to com
mit acts of v iolence in the plain light of day, not even sparing
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passers-by. These acts call down severe punishment upon the
heads of those responsible, the more so as all of us know
that the great majority of young people have no desire
to cause trouble.' (M. Caldaques, Chairman of the Paris
Council.)
'What do they study, these young students? They would
be more at home in gaol than in a university. It is disappoint
i ng to d iscover that a handful of young people in revolt can
stop the entire university system.' (Figaro, 4 May.)
But hard though they tried to slander the movement, to
put it outsi de of the law - they even went to the length of
sentencing the noted Catholic student leader M . Clement
(President of the Richelieu Student Centre) - their efforts
all came to nothing. No one in his right senses paid the slight
est attention to, for instance, such diatribes as the one mouthed
by M . Peyrefitte on 6 May : 'What right does a union have to
launch a strike which does not respect the legal formalities
and, moreover, calls airily on teachers to abandon their
mission, their students and their university tradition ? ' (Peyre
fitte, 6 M ay.)
At this stage, as we saw, the authorities brought in the
police and the army. It should be said in all fairness that the
police were not ordered to shoot, but they nevertheless went
into action with considerable relish. Their brutality is well
documented : houses were broken into; young people rounded
up at gunpoint; and afterwards in the cells, there were beat
ings and sadistic tortures. It should also be noted that the
authorities called in the police well before the students had
taken to the streets - as soon as the admini stration felt they
had lost the argument - and that once un leashed the police
behaved in a manner that disgusted even their masters. Thus
Pompidou felt impelled to disavow their atrocities, and his
speech on 1 1 M ay brought a sharp reaction from the police :
on 1 3 M ay, the Federal Police Union issued a press communi
que, the last l ines of which ran: The Union considers the
declaration of the Prime Minister an endorsement of student
violence and an attempt to disassociate himself from police
actions the government itself had ordered. We find it astonish1 20
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i ng that, i n these circumstances, a dialogue with the students
was not started before these regrettable riots occurred.'
On 14 M ay , a petition was circulated among the Paris Police
Force : ' . . . We may belong to the folk-lore of this great
city but we will not allow ourselves to be turned i nto a laugh
ing stock . . . . ' Rumour had it that the police (and particu
larly the mobile squads) were about to call a strike.
The police traditionally hate French students, whom they
see as the pampered offspring of the bourgeoisie - indeed, i n
their own Fascist way, they live out their part o f the class
struggle. But this time the new tactics and extreme mobility
of the demonstrators took them completely by surprise. M ore
over, in their hunt for students, the police had cordoned off
certa in districts at night, and then carried out house-to
house searches that antagonized the local population. In
doctri nated, regimented, br ibed with specia l privileges and
bonuses, they had undeniably developed a certain 'ftic' men
tality. Usually, when called on, they respond with violence but not always. In ord inary times, they are tolerated by the
people, i t is on this toleration that their power depends,
and it only lasts so long as they are believed to be preservi ng
the public peace. The Prime M i nister's d isavowal came when
the country was i n the throes of a crisis - the working class
had entered the struggle . In these circumstances even the bull
dogs i n the pol ice force began to wonder where their true
loyalties lay. O n 22 M ay, they issued what amounted to an
u ltimatu m :
'We hope that the public authorities w i l l bear i n mind
what we have said (wage claims for the whole force, a denun
ciation of the Prime Min ister's speech, and expressions of regret
that the pol ice could not participate i n the general protests) ,
and that they will not try to use the police systematically to
oppose the workers' demands for better conditions, l est the
pol ice find the performance of certain of their duties in con
fl ict with their conscience.'
When the repressive measures were seen to be failing on a l l
fronts, t h e authorities at long last decided t o abandon the
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colleges to the students. Having done so, they tried to recover
lost ground by again preaching about the importance of the
impending examinations. All good chi ldren who knew where
their real interest lay were called on tq show up and over
whelm our little display of bad manners.
And so, while we in the 22 M arch Movement wanted to
deal as quickly as possible with the purely internal issues and
pass on to the more basic problems, the authorities tried to
befog the i ssue and launched a large-scale press campaign on
the subject of the examinations. Every interview with students
was restricted to opinions on this problem. The movement
was i nveigled into grand debates on the necessity for new
techniques of assessing progress, which i n any case would
only amount to a modified form of the old examination system.
This debate went on for the entire second week o f M ay , and
I must say that it brought home to the more revolutionary
among us how little can be achieved if the struggle is con
fined to u niversity issues. But, many students became con
v inced that an improvement of the examination system was all
we ought to be fighting about, and once again began to turn
a deaf ear to our views on the enslavement of knowledge and
the uselessness of the examination system as such .
The most radical of us thus found ourselves isolated. Nor
could we have ever broken out, had not the occupation of
the factories forced the government to turn away from the
examination problem.
This new and aggressive move was made by the younger
workers, trade union members or not, but in any case over the
heads of the trade union leaders. They had watched the stu
dents, many of them had helped at the barricades, and now
they were trying to stand up for themselves. The scope and
v igour of the stay- in movement surprised even the workers'
own leaders and the trade union bureaucracy. As for the autho
riti es, they col lapsed in the face of combined onslaughts by
the students, young workers and apprentices who were now
standing shoulder to shoulder before them .
They quickly promised the students all they had asked for,
even participation in working out the reforms, but instead of
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splitting the movement, they merely encouraged the young
workers to press their own claims with even greater vigour.
And a lthough these claims were economic, the movement i tself
was political, for it broke the bourgeo is laws - the workers
struck w i thout giving notice, locked up some o f their bosses,
and turned a deaf ear to trade union appeals.
And so, because in its first phase the workers i g nored the
law, the government could not use its legal machine to stop
them . Whom could they ask to sit opposite authority on
arbitration boards, whom cou ld they negotiate w ith ?
The young workers had launched their first attack o n
the power o f t h e State, and though some o f their number
lost their l ives on the barricades i n Paris, Caen, Redon and
R ennes, they learned that the State has a soft belly. In fact,
the State was completely i m potent, it had been momentarily
by-passed, and while i t waited, it trembled.
It i s physical ly i mpossi ble to crush a stri ke when there are
ten million determ ined strikers. The authori ti es could neither
muster enough men i n u n i form to storm the factories nor
manipulate sufficient blacklegs to do the job for them.
They ordered the arrest of all the well-known m i litants
but these had gone to ground and their place was taken by
active and capable men completely u n known to the secret
police. The best strategy was therefore to sit and wait while
the Communist leaders regai ned control of thei r trade u n ion
membershi p and meekly sued for peace.
M ea nwhi le, even the more conformist uni versity students
had a change of heart and took a critical look at the pro
mised reforms . Thus while the strike extended to Rhodiaceta,
Berli et, R enaults and to civil av iation, 300 students of the Ecole
Po lytechnique threatened to take over th is bast ion o f French
education. And so the government offered further conces
sions all round - with the same result. The Grenelle agreement
was signed and delivered to the trade un ions, and the workers
turned up their noses at it and stayed i n their factories. At
this po int, the president of the CNPF (Federation of Indus
tri es) telephoned the CGT to make sure they would not be
taki ng advantage o f the situation. The capitalists had found
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th eir mou thpiece : responsible, serious trade u nion leaders,
ready to listen to them, and to counsel moderation . Two days
later Seguy was rebuffed by the workers of Renau lts, and the
employers began to tremble again . The u nholy al liance of Gre
nelle represents the most treacherous p iece of politics of this
century. All the bureaucrats, Right, Left and Centre, sank
their differences to save their own power. It was no longer a
question of terminating a strike but of killing a movement
which by its very growth had become a danger to them all Pompidou saving the Communist party and the CGT, Seguy
shoring up the government before it crumbled; that was the
sordid deal fixed up that week-end at G renelle. But its mas
sive rejection by the workers pushed the authorities into what
Coudray has called the 'void of incomprehension' and
ushered in the third stage of the struggle. This phase, short
though it was, showed up the political vacuum in French
society and created a new historical phenomenon : a duality
of non-authority. From 27 to 3 0 May nobody had any power
i n France. The government was breaking up, de Gau lle and
Pompidou were isolated. The police, i ntimidated by the size
of the strike, and exhausted by two weeks of fighting in the
streets, were incapable of maintaining public order. The Army
was out of sight, conscripts could not have been used for a
cause i n which few of them believed . There only remained
the regulars, the veterans of Indo-China and Algeria, who were
sti l l smarting from the defeats the colonial liberation move
ment had i nfl icted on them.
The French Army, for all its technological hardware, has
only a small force of foot-soldiers. The French Air Force,
with its atom bomb, the Navy with its submarines, aircraft
carriers · and other Gau llist chimeras could not intervene in
this conflict; all they could muster woul d be a scratch team.
No stratum of the population was reliable enough, or strong
enough, to oppose the strike. Pompidou's press statement on
Friday, 24 M ay, is significant i n this respect - it shows that
the government was still trying to present itself as the supreme
arbiter of all the various interests in society, while trying to
keep p r ivate property, and the means of production, in the
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h ands of the bourgeoisie. In his speeches, Pompidou attempted
to reassure the workers, the peasants, the teachers, and stu
dents; he also tried to set one against the other, to break the
solidarity they had forged in action (see I : The Workers) .
For a short time, the State had virtually 'withered away'.
A vast new network was being built to exhange information
(posters, tracts, v isits, personal contacts) and goods. The new
system had sprung up by the si de, and i ndependent of, the
old. Above all, a new type of relationship between i ndividuals
and groups was begun, confounding the h ierarchies and social
divisions o f work.
The way in which the trade u nion bureaucrats (those stal
wart supporters of the old order) leapt into the open arms
of the 'responsible authorities' shows both that they were
u nfit to represent the workers, and also that the government,
deserted by its own supporters, was willing to grab any hand
that was offered .
The long-term planning needed to run a modern economy
necessarily i nvolves a progressive attack on the old
fashioned relics of capitalism : small busi nesses, small trades
men, and smallholdings. These victims of 'rationalization' are
normally more conservative than the more dynamic and
advanced captains o f i ndustry . They put forward their own
specific claims, but cling to what smal l privileges they sti l l
enjoy, t h e more s o as the government tries t o protect them
artificially agai nst the full effects of competition from super
markets and the like.
However, at a time o f political crisis when stabi lity can no
longer be assured, the sma ll busi nessman is the hardest hit of
all, what with his lack o f reserves and his absolute depen
dence on a continuous turnover . Moreover, while h itting h im
economically, the crisis also leads him to press his own claims
more vigorously and to defend his own i nterests. An overt
attack upon the system by the students and workers, there
fore, widens the r i ft between the big and the small fry in the
capitalist camp.
This leaves the authorities i n a quandary: either they must
yield to the pressure of the 'sma ll fry' and act as the champion
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of a l l that is most backward in capitalism, or else they will
drive the petty bourgeoisie into the workers' camp and so
hasten a real .change in society. True, the petty bourgeoisie
might have been led to Fascism, but Salan was sti ll kissing
h is wife after being let out of prison, Bidault was finish·
i ng his memoirs, and Tixier-Vignancourt was busy reciting the
Gaullist credo of national unity. In short, there was no one
to turn the petty bourgeoisie, filled though i t was with
nostalgia for the Empire, into Storm Troopers. Nor can you
nowadays find the kind of illiterate peasants who marched
with such enthusiasm against the Commune in 187 1 . In effect,
before de Gaulle raised the spectre of Civil War, no one
had even thought of this possibility: there was no counter
revolutionary force strong enough to be mobi lized for the
job .
U nfortunately, the forces of the Left failed to exploit the
existing power vacuum, to take fu ll advantage of this novel,
if not revolutionary, situation . The politicians of the FGDS
(Social Democrats) and the CPF (Communists) never even
thought of offering solutions which went beyond the old Par
liamentary games.
It remains for us to explain why the workers themselves
fai led to realize and use their new-found strength . They re
j ected the agreement signed by thei r so-called representatives
but for the most part made no move towards more positive
action. The slogan of 'a popular government' acted like a
damper for many, and their dreams and hopes escaped with
their passion, into thin air . De Gaulle, with his promise of
elections, gave all the politicians a new lease of l ife, and sud
denly people began to fal l for the old fairy tale that all their
problems would be taken care of by the experts, in that en
chanted castle - the Chamber of Deputies. The General's army
rallied rou nd him, after promises to free all the ex-generals of
the OAS, and this was enough to squash what fighting spirit
remained in the official Left. With the Communists in the bag,
de Gaulle hastened to guarantee fair play, and as proof of
his goodwill, he endorsed one of the chief Communist de
mands : the repeal of the hated social security restrictions. At
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this, everyone heaved a s igh of relief, all the politicians, all
the admirers of the General, no less than the friends of Kosy
g i n and Johnson. And what made it all possible was, we can
not stress it enough, that the organ izations o f the Left were
unwilling for the masses to take power. In short, once the call
for a general election was accepted, th e revoluti onary tide
began to ebb .
To beg i n with, striking became i ncreasingly hazardous, what
w ith police intimidation of pickets, and threats and sanctions
agai nst the Leftists, endorsed by the Communist Party and
the CGT. The dri ft back to work started, accompan ied by
sweet music from the radio, television and press (tha n k you,
Le Monde, for those final howls that shattered your last
pretence of objectivity! ) . A return to work in one sector
favoured a return in the other sectors, while those who fought
on (particularly i n the automobi l e and electronics i ndustri es)
had to face mounting pressure, not least from the CGT, which
presented the meagre economic concessions i t had obtai ned
as a great v ictory. The full power of the State was restored,
and i ndustr i a l arguments returned from the streets and
factories i nto the hands of the 'experts' - the professional
trade union leaders . These cou l d hardly wai t to set up shop
again, to barter in all iances and secret pacts, and to p lay the
old manipulative games they know so well. Their role begins
where the struggle for workers' auton omy stops - beh ind
closed doors.
And once these men were back in busi ness, the small shop
keepers and the small bureaucrats deserted th e workers and
crawled back to their old masters, wh ile relishing the extra
benefits they had gained by the struggle of the working
c lass.
A t the same time, all the poli tical parties than kfully took to
the husti ngs and restored poli tics to i ts exalted functi on in the
rarefied atmosphere of i deologi es, declarations of i ntent, pro
grammes and prom ises. They aga in started monopolizing all
discussion, exc luding the masses, and speaking in order to
dissemble. Politics bei ng the business of the State and the
government, the working class was told to get back to the
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factory bench and to put th eir corporate claims through the
appropriate agency. Politics for the pol iticians and drudgery
for the worki ng class!
Then petty bourgeois, racist, nationalist, reactionary, Fas
cist, religious, Catholic, Protestant or Jewish, France gradu
ally shook off the dust and marched sprucely down the
Champs Elysees, shouting support for the old genera l .
Was thi s rebirth of hypocrisy i nevi table? The clearest answer
was given in St Nazaire. There, the local trade uni ons, far
more Leftist than their national leaders, called for a counter
demonstration against the Gaulli sts, and more than 1 50,000
workers, teachers, students and pupils made light work of
the 300 to 400 reactionaries. By refusing to call for a similar
cou nter-demonstration i n the rest of the country, the trade
unions allowed the bourgeoisie to settle back in peace and
comfort and to begin unpacking the cash and valuables they
had crammed i nto trunks and suitcases in readi ness for re
treat to the green hills of Switzerland. The blackmail of the
CDR (the Gaullist strong-arm detachment) and other para
military organizations cou ld only work in an atmosphere of
worki ng-class demobil ization and apathy.
To sustain the power of a modern society therefore two
thi ngs are necessary : the force of the police, and the apathy
of the workers. The collapse of state power cannot be ex
plai ned by the mere inadequacy of some Dean, Rector orl
M inister; it was due to the action of a determined group of
people who challenged its very basis, who ignored the law i n
order t o found a new order, based on common consent. When
they did so the conscious or unconscious supporters of the
system fell back, simply because they cou ld not rise to the
challenge. The students knew that they must bring poli tics
down into the streets, fight for concrete objectives, and not
for high-flown abstractions. They did, in the un iversities, what
the workers fa iled to do in the factori es : they ran them by and
for themselves. We are not trying to sit in moral judgement
on anybody, we are merely recording a fact revolutionaries
wou ld do well to remember in the future. If a relatively sma ll
number of students could succeed, it is doubly important to
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understand why the workers stopped dead in th eir tracks
when they had the power to go on.
The structural reforms proposed by de Gaulle lit into the
ideological attempts by all the author ities, from the State to
the working-class bureaucracy, to render the masses more
doci le and easy to handle. 'Society must be made less rigid',
is what a high State official declared, and th i s i s precisely
what the President of the Republic in his message o f 7 June
1 968 proclaimed h e would do . De Gaulle implied that the
law woul d grant every worker a share in the profits, that a l l
would be kept adequately informed about progress in thei r
i ndustry and that a l l could, b y means o f their freely elected
representatives, defend their own i nterests, thei r own points
of view and their own (si c ! ) proposals. In a soci ety guarantee
ing workers' participation, in which everyone has a stake in
the future, there is surely no good reason for objecting to
commands from the top. 'Decisi ons can be arrived at by many,
but must be implemented by one man alone.' And in fact,
for almost a quarter of a century, the State has been setting
up official bodies to look after the interests of the workers,
to wit, the works commi ttees, which have in most cases only
two functions : to reli eve the bosses of th e trouble of man
aging welfare schemes, and of having to impart u nwelcome
news to the workers in person . As for the new bit about
workers' participation, it was just another sop, as the workers
themselves knew only too well . Even so, many employers,
and most particularly those running sma l l businesses, obj ected
to the new proposals : they refused to countenance workers'
participation in any shape or form. As for the big bosses, they
argued that no new legislation was needed, si nce workers'
participation was already a fact.
'Our French system allows considerable participation on the
national economic level, particularly in the p lanning com
missions with i n the framework of the econom i c cou ncils,
where the d ifferent requ irements of all sections of society are
brought together, and most often harmonized, i n accord with
our principle of social partnersh i p (sic ! ) . Participation in busi
ness can only increase efficiency if i t rei nforces the existent
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structures. It must help to share out responsibi lities but it
must not sap authority (si c ! ) . It is essential that the representa
tives of the staff grades and workers prove themselves trust
worthy in th is respect, that they do not forget the economic
facts of l i fe.' (General Assembly of the CNPF, as reported i n
Le Monde, 1 0 August 1 968.)
What th is means, when it is stripped of all the verbiage, is
that the Employers' Federation expected their 'valuable go
betweens', the trade union leaders, to put economic 'growth'
before the interests of the workers. This leads to a system of
arbitration in which, although the workers have a say, the
government has the last word . In short, de Gau lle's 'participa 
tion' i s just another verbal fetish t o take i ts p lace on the shelf
beside 'La Patrie' and 'the fam ily virtues', and one that cou ld
be taken u p by all the distingu ished professors and retired
dignitaries, all the earnest young Christian employers and the
'progressive' trade unionists.
Now all modern capitalist societies suffer from a funda
mental contradiction which springs from the class struggle.
The exploitation of the workers must conti nually aggravate
the opposi tion of interests between the classes, and result i n
overt resistance o r else the apathy and i ndifference of the
working class. All industries, political parties, systems of
government, and the very i deology of capital ism, are there
fore shaken by crisis after cr isis, confl ict after confl ict. The
'anti-social attitudes' of the workers and their famous 'blow
you, Jack, I'm all right', are direct results of this situation,
natural reactions against a system that turns the entire pro
letariat i nto 'outsiders' . Reduced to a passive consumer,
i solated from his fellows, the worker bui lds a wall round his
fami ly and sets himself to defend it.
At the same time, capitalism must carry the work ing class
with it, for i ts smooth running depends u pon industrial
'peace'. Now, during its ten years i n office, the Gaullist regime
has changed France very little, with the resu lt that we now
have, existing side by side, an advanced technology and an
archa ic, nineteenth-century power structure. Overwhelmed by
a constant stream of crises, e.g. the aftermath of the Algerian
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war, Gaull ism has not even tried to deal with the permanent
problems of the French economy.
Let us look more closely at the historical backgrou nd.
After a long period of sluggish progress in which i t lagged
beh i n d the other i ndustrial powers, French capi tal ism, after
the Second World War, tak i ng advantage of a boom in the
world economy, suddenly took a gigantic leap forward.
Despite the vac i l lations of its political leaders, internal con
fl icts, colonial adventures, and even the tremendous subsidies
which the State was forced to pay to uncompetitive sectors
of i ndustry, French capitalism finally caught up with i ts com
petitors . To make good the losses she had suffered during the
war, France was forced between 1 948 and 1 957 to i ncrease
i ndustrial production by 75 per cent. From 1 953 to the fi rst
quarter of 1 958, the increase was 57 per cent as against 5 3 per
cent in Western G ermany, and 33 per cent in Western Europe
as a whole . Th is fantastic development went hand in hand
with a h i gh degree of modernization which not only changed
i ndustrial techniques and productive relationsh i ps, but also
the attitude of big business. More and more industr ies be
came ama lgamated, and backward regions of the cou ntry
were i ndustriali zed . The most 'advanced' sectors of French
busi ness adopted an American outlook : on the wages front
they tried to avoid confl ict with the workers by making un
precedented concessions.
But at every stage, the process of expansion, modernizati on,
take-overs and nationalization came u p against the 'o ther
France', which saw i n it a threat to i ts very existence . For
rapid economic expansion tends to destroy whole sectors
of i ndustry (smal l farmers, small traders, and sma l l in
dustri es) .
This economic confl ict is refl ected on the political plane,
and tends to render French capitalism politically u nstable the survival of these backward strata, and their excepti ona l
numerical weight, has served to choke the parliamentary
system . It has mai ntai ned and accentuated the fragmenta
tion of the bourgeois political parties, each of which is clam
ouring for special privi leges and protection on behalf of its
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particular electors. As a result, the government, far from being
able, as it claims, to control individual groups for the good of
all, is forced to grant special favours to special groups as the
hour dictates.

4. The Gaullist Phenomenon

The views we have been presenting are those of P . Chaulieu
(Socialisme ou Barbarie, 1 95 8 ) . We must now add a n explana
tion of de Gaulle's rise to power in 1 958, and the nature of
the G au l list regime. According to Claude Lefort, French
society has undergone two major changes. The first is the ex
tension of the activities of the State, which has come to con
trol a n i mmense sector of th e economy, intervening ceaselessly
in all i ts affairs and even playing a contro lling part in pri v ate
enterprise. The second is the new industrial revolution wh ich
has comp letely modernized and 'rationalized' the old methods
of production and distribution . Th is process was not j ust
quantitative, it also changed the very quality of capitalist ex
ploitation - in France no less than in other i ndustrial countries.
The result has been a sh ift of emphasis from laissez-faire
methods to scientific techniques for i ncreasing productivi ty,
and conveyor-belt methods call for a stable labour force and
a more efficient negotiation mach i nery.
These two processes - greater productivity and better
labour relations - demand a new political power structure and
a re-alignment of the poli tical, economic and social forces
of capitalism. In other words, they call for a political and
social system of the Anglo-Saxon type, in which cooperation
between the political bureaucracy (the two-party system) and
the trade union bureaucracy has reached a high degree of
perfection .
A move towards this 'ideal' is characteristic of develop
ments in post-war France. It was the very basis of the 'three
party system' (Communist, Socialist and Popular R epublican),
and u nderlay the policies of the RPF (Rassem blement du
Peuple Fram;ais), the party founded by de Gaulle, after the
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war, and also of the party of M endes-France. It was respon 
sible for t h e growth and participation i n t h e state apparatus
of the Socialist Party and the MRP (Mouvement Republicain
Populaire) . The major parties between them shared a number
of i mportant posts not only in the government, but also in the
provincial admi nistration and the nationalized industri es . They
commanded the allegiance of a large part of the popu lation,
and turned themselves into highly bureaucratic and discipli ned
organizations.
However, this development was only the first stage - far
from lead ing on to higher things, the process of political uni
fication eventually collapsed. After the failure of the three
party system there came the resurrection of the Rad ical Party
and the formation of a traditional Right, then the emergence
of Poujadism and the split within the Radicals. The country
re'turned to the old pre-war proliferation of parties, a state
of affairs that was qu ite out of tune with the needs of modern
capitalism : while the economic structure was tending towards
i ncreasing concentration, the political superstructure was
becoming increasingly fragmented. Now whereas this state of
affairs could be tolerated in the past, today i t has more
serious consequences - the major parties have become so i m 
portant in running the adm inistration that their disintegration
paralyzes the state.
The old distinction between structure and superstructure
has become increasingly blurred: the State now has a grip on
every aspect of economic life and, conversely, its own steps
are dogged by pressure groups of every shape and size. Every
department of a Ministry, each parliamentary commission,
is shadowed by one or more groups with their own organiza
tion, offices, research boards, public relations consultants,
publications, and their own, often considerable, financial re
sources. The role of these organizations is often misunder
stood, and some people stil l believe that they operate by cloak
and dagger methods : spies in the Ministry and bribes of highly
placed officials. But this is only a minor aspect of their activity.
Much more i mportant than those 'machinations of Capital'
that were the subject of so many pre-war Left-wing thrillers
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is the overt and quite legal method of ' lobbying' Deputies .
Whom do these lobbies really represent? On the one hand,
they speak for those u nwieldy associations covering wide
fields of interests, such as the Genera l Confederation of Small
Traders, and the National Federation of Agricultural Syndi
cates. O n the other hand they are the mouthpieces of smaller
groups which are th e more effective in that their i nterests
are more specific, for instance the Sugar-Beet Producers'
Association, the Vi neyard Owners, the Wheat Farmers, etc.
A t times they form such coalitions as the alcohol lobby, the
road-planning lobby, etc . Again, when it comes to defending
a group like the colons, coalitions of a dozen or more groups
combine into such powerful pressure groups as the Indo
Chinese lobby, or the Algerian lobby.
All these groups try, by various means, to push the par
ticu lar interests they represent and exercise a constant pressu re
on the centres of decision. Moreover, they are not simply con
tent to leave it at that, but can rely on agents in all the major
organ izations, and often they even control deputies, whose
election may depend on their support. With the help of these
straw men, the pressure groups keep themselves informed of
every plan and proposal of the State.
Before these groups, the State is reduced to helplessness . It
hardly knows which agents are i ts own. Its everyday activ ity
is i nextricably tied up with these parasites, men who block its
every step. This is reflected notably in the failure of every
attempt to introduce fiscal reforms, or to control prices.
The resul t m ight be called a return to feudalism : a new kind
of guild system seems to be developing hand in hand with
greater econom ic concentration. In fact, this growth of pres
sure groups did not spring up by accident, but is the natural
response to industrial 'rational ization'. These groups form
what is essentially a defensive counterweight to the power of
the bureaucrats, who would otherwise expropriate all the
small traders and farmers. Now, these are the very peopl e who,
by their sheer number, are particularly i mportant at election
time. Neither the fact that they are scattered all over the coun
try nor the nature of their work predisposes them to play an
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active social role - they only organize themselves in defence
of their own small privileges.
Political fragmentation and private pressure groups rein
force each other in practice; the latter can operate more
effectively the wider the range of parties competing for their
favours. However, as we saw, this process completely under
mi nes the authority of the State, and, in particular, hampers
its every effort to introduce the kind of social reform French
i ndustry needs so badly.
But why do the leaders of French industry allow this un
satisfactory situation to continue? One reason, and perhaps
the most d ifficult to understand, is the mentality of the French
bourgeoisie. They tend to al low their ideology to override
their self -i nterest. For instance, those among them who call
themselves progressives or conservatives often merely copy
their parents instead of respond ing to the needs of the hour.
In particular, certain sections of big busi ness have been u nable
to shed their outworn Malthusian attitudes, and deli berately
encourage the most regressive tendencies of the most back
ward sections of the popu lation.
Finally, and this is the crucial factor, the need to keep the
Communist Party out of the government renders the authori
ties extremely vu lnerable to every pressure from the R ight,
whose antics take on an i nflated importance. But by keeping
the Commun ists out, the State is deprived of support from
those who would most readily accept i ts intervention in the
economy. The anomalous position of the French Communist
Party, which would be only too pleased to play the parl ia
mentary game, is due to international rather than ·national
considerations, and must therefore be seen agai nst the back
ground of the Cold War.
As a resu lt of all the factors we have listed, the State can
not make any serious decisions at the national level, or upset
the existing balance of parties. Hence the continued ex istence
of the State itself is jeopardized.
The advent of Gaullism can only be u nderstood as a re
sponse to the crisis of the State, in a specific situation. De
Gau lle came to power to the acclaim of the colons and the
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Army. In fact, their cho ice of this particular leader showed u p
t h e weakness of those who talked of marching on Paris, their
guns at the ready. Neither de Gau lle's record nor his speeches
made him the kind of Fascist hero they needed, or, for that
matter, a dedicated fighter against Communism .
Be that as i t may, the white settlers i n Algeria saw one side
of Gaullism - the other side was turned towards the metro
polis.
To the colons, or at least to the most militant and dynamic
among them, de Gaulle alone seemed capable of creating a
sufficiently strong government to si lence the r ival factions,
while keeping a watchful eye on the interests of the ruling
class.
The metropol is, on the other hand, saw in de Gaulle the man
who cou l d impose the social reforms recommended by
M endes-France - reforms that could only be i ntroduced
by an authori tarian regime that had the full support of the
R ight. This may seem paradoxical, but if the nature of
Gaul l ism is ambivalent, it is only because the objective situa
tion was ambivalent. There were, in fact, two crises to be
overcome : a pol itical one in Algeria and an economic one
in metropolitan France. If one looks only at the events i n
Algeria: the insurrection o f the Army and the colons, the ad
vent of Gaullism appears as the first phase in an attempt to in
sta l l a Fascist r egime. But important as the insurrection i n
Algeria was, i t was only one aspect o f the situation. A s soon
as one looks at events in metropolitan France as well, the pic
ture is changed, for h ere, the situation was not at all such as
to call for a Fascist dictator .
In fact, as we have tried to show, the fundamental objec
tives of the employers had for years been not to repress
the working class by Fascist methods, but rather to achieve
economic expansion through socia l peace. These objectives
have never changed. They grow even more necessary as foreign
competition and the Common M arket make it certain that
any economic recession in France would be a major disaster.
Now, economic expansion entails fu l l employment, and
social peace means 'acceptable' wages - and in fact the stan1 37
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dard of living has been kept sufficiently high to avoid conflicts.
In short, the factors making for Fascism (widespread un
employment and poverty) were completely lacking at the time
de G aulle was called to power.
True, as we have shown, large sections of the petty bour
geoisie felt threatened by industrial expansion, and tried des
perately to defend their privileges . Their resentment attracted
them to the most reactionary political forces, but since no
one had as yet deprived them of their place within the system
of production a nd distribution and, indeed, since they sti l l
enjoyed (and continue to enjoy) special subsid ies, they were
not ready for civil war. They may have applauded Poujade
at meetings, but they were by no means prepared to act as
his shock troops. If Fascism means anything at all, it means at
the very least : dictatorship based on a mass movement; forced
exploitation of the working class; and putting the economy
on a war footing. And France, as we have tried to show, was
not moving in this direction. This was as true in 1 95 8 as it was
in June 1 968, when de Gaulle was once again acclaimed as
the saviour of France. On both occasions h e tried to reform the
State and to reorganize society, i n the i nterests of the mana 
gerial classes. De Gau l le is a kind of economic Bonaparte apparently above all classes he can manipu late the various
political forces who would col lapse without him . And once
he has got the bureaucrats of the Right, Left and Centre to
accept that all problems are political problems and cannot be
solved on the Stock Exchange or in the trade u nion office, he
can again appear as the champion of national u nity.
And so, in June 1 968, after promising new elections,
de Gaulle once aga in got down to the business of re-establishing
order . With the help of the CGT, he gave the workers to
u nderstand that their essential claims would be satisfied and
that, for the rest, he would let them elect a popular govern
ment. The parl iamentary Left for its part promised a splendid
future for all : there would be new youth centres and palaces
of culture, stadia, and swimming pools, cut-price cinemas and
a democratic radio and television service, a democratic
un iversity and to top it all, for all the good l ittle workers,
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a choice of ski ing in the mountains or a holiday in the U .S .S . R .
While t h e demagogues promised joy and freedom i n the
future, the police moved in to guarantee the freedom of ex
ploitation here and now. At Flins and at Sochaux they used
grenades and left three dead behind.
In order to ease the work of the CRS, the CGT d ismantled
the defences at Renault and Bi llancourt, and at M ureaux re
proved th e m i l itants who refused to give in. As for the
students, the layabouts and foreigners who, more and more
isolated, continued the struggle in the universities, supported
the strike p ickets, and denounced the elections as sheer treason,
a single tactic was used - systematic repression. All meetings
were roughly broken up, the 'leaders' were expelled, i nclud
ing some who were handed over to Franco and Salazar. Clearly,
everyone benefits from the fru its of progress.
We know the resu lts of the electi on: sweeping victory for
de Gaulle, crushing defeat for the Commu nist Party. A l esson
to be remembered - if the bourgeoisie is al lowed to choose the
arena, it will always cut the workers down to size.
And even if the Left had won the elections, we know per
fectly well that different men would have promoted the same
policies, plus or m inus one or two nationalizations, plus or
m inus a few inflationary measures. Essentially, the capita
list system would have been preserved.
Today, the government must do its utmost to regain what
ground it lost during the recent revolutionary upheavals. It
has realized that the u niversities must be reformed if they are
to help modern ize and reform the economy, and turn out
more organization men who know the art of compromi se;
it appreciates the value of associating students with progress
with in industry, of creating conditions which give more play
to personal in itiative and responsi bility.
That is why the authorities now favour some system of
student participation, greater freedom for lecturers, and even
a measure of political life for the students.
If this new freedom can be contained within the un iversity,
the danger of widespread infection is conta ined. This no
doubt will be the task of the more reactionary professors
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who are only too happy to preserve the monopoly of know
ledge. They can count on the services of the M in ister of the
Interior and of his administrative staff to make sure that
the faculties never again become the red bases of a new radical
confrontation.
But next time we will understand that the enemy is only as
strong as we are weak : when we can unmask h i m as the re
pressive agent of only one class of society, we bring the work
ing class into the struggle.
Because they can only act within the limits of 'bourgeois
democracy' neither the police, nor the Army, nor the law are
powerfu l enough to contain the revolutionary process, once
it takes the form of a multiplicity of autonomous groups.
In the police, only the 1 3 ,500 CRS and the 2,000 to 3 ,000
men of the special branches represent a really dangerous force.
They l ive in barracks, are given spec ial training and a h ighly
developed form of brain-wash ing. As a result, they can be used
as shock troops against almost any insurrection. Because of
their un iform, their reputation and their SS tactics (at
Charonne and the raids of May and June) they are detested by
the popu lation. All this helps to cement the solidar ity between
demonstrators, strikers, and even occasional witnesses of
police brutality.
When there are only a few points of struggle, these shock
troops are able to intervene i n strength, as they did for example
at Flins and in the Latin Quarter on the nights of 1 0 and 24
May. If we had dispersed at 1 0 p.m., i f the struggle had spread
to other suburbs and quarters of Paris and to the provi ncial
towns, these troops would have been impotent to deal with us.
For i nstance by our tactics during the afternoon and evening
of 24 May, we completely outwitted the CRS - i t took them
twenty minutes to reach the Stock Exchange after the demon
strators had forced their way i n .
These remarks apply equally to the gendarmerie. They are
rarely stationed where they are needed, and to call them i n
poses a particu larly delicate problem for the authorities. They
are mostly the sons of poor peasants, they have few scruples
about breaking the heads of 'privi leged' students, or even of
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a few 'city slickers'. But at Flins we could see in their eyes
that some of them were unhappy and ashamed to be fighting
on the wrong side.
We have already mentioned that before calling in the Army,
the government must apply a measure of blackmail and
intimi dati on . In fact, so fearful were the authorities that they
took considerable precautions in dealing wi th the Army. The
conscripts (260,000 men) were kept on permanent stand-by,
their camps were cordoned off and all access to newspapers
and radios was stopped . All ex-students among them were, on
various pretexts, either sent abroad or otherwise segregated.
Action comm ittees were formed spontaneously in the ranks to
organize a break-out from these concentration camps run by
the officers. The measures taken against them show clearly how
much the authorities feared that the conscripts might join the
student movement.
M assive intervention by all the armed forces is certainly a
possibi lity to reckon with in the future, but th is would i nvolve
turning the country into a Fascist state, and such thi ngs cannot
be done overnight. Moreover, there are risks to the State itself
in letting loose some of the special units (tanks, aviation,
mari nes, commandos) who might very well start fighting for
their own interests.
Furthermore, i ntervention on this scale wou ld necessarily
enlarge the struggle : it wou ld bring out all the workers.
Admittedly i f, during the power vacuum that existed in the
months of M ay and June, Action Committees had started
running the post offices, the social security centres, and other
public services, it is possible that the Army might have been
called in to intervene.
But in that case, an important fraction of the popu lation
would already have made up its mind to run i ts own affairs,
and would have repel led v iolence with violence. The inevit
abi lity of this escalation acts as a strong deterrent upon those
who wou ld not otherwise scruple to crush the workers wi th all
the weapons at their command. Moreover, while the special
u nits of the Army can be used to drive the workers out of the
factories, they cannot replace them at the bench or the office.
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The legal apparatus ground to a halt during the months of
May and June. What few measures were taken Pompidou
immediately declared nul l and void, and in any case far from
appeasing the revolutionaries, these measures merely served to
swel l their ranks. Only with the elections, when bourgeois
legality was re-established, could Justice once again pick up h er
heavily weighted scales. 'The bureaucratic machine had seized
up and began to disintegrate from within, so much so that i t
offered the gorgeous spectacle o f a M inister responsible for
maintaining public order unable to get through to his own
department, because his own communication system had gone
on strike.
'At last we could see clearly which were the useful cells
within the State, and which were repressive or merely parasitic
- all those who served a vita l function deserted the moribund
state to form the body of a new Society.' (A. G lucksmann :
Strategic et Revolution en France 1968.)

III

Stalinist Bureaucracy and the
Class Struggle in Franee

I . Introduction

'The theoretical and practical exposure of Stali nism must
b e a basic functio n of all future revolutionary
organizations.'

De Ia misere en milieu etudiant
' During these events . . . the Communist Party appeared
as the party of order and political wisdom.'
Wal deck- Rochet, Secretary o f the French Communist Party

The rebi rth of the revolutionary movement in France cannot
be grasped w ithout an analysis of the role o f the French
Commu nist Party, just as the revolutionary movement after
th e First World War cannot be understood without an analysis
of the nature of the Social Democratic Party. Today, for the
vast majority of workers, the role of the Social Democrats i n
France i s clear : their participation i n the various governments
during the Fourth R epublic, their overtly counter-revoluti onary
activit ies during the Algerian war, their permanent compromise
with the bourgeoisie, for whom they acted as 'loyal stewards'
(Leon Blum) - have utterly estranged them from the large mass
of the exploited . I f social democracy is not dead, this is largely
due to Stalinism which has thrown so many workers i nto i ts
arms.
If the workers were simi larly aware o f th e tru e nature and
role of the French Communist Party and of the CGT which it
controls, they would break with i t almost to a man, and th i s
wou ld be entirely t o t h e good i f only it led t o t h e emergence o f
a truly revo lutionary movement. A s it i s, the break which
started many long years ago has been passive and pre
dominantly negative in its results - the workers have voted
with their feet . The M ay crisis did a great dea l to change thi s
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p icture : it not only helped to deplete the ranks of party
members even further, but it also provided the more class
conscious among them with a new, revolutionary, platform .
If this book contributes to this process i t will not have been
written in vain.

2. The French Communist Party and the CGT
during May and June

If we examine the history of the French Commu nist Party, we
shal l find that the unsavoury role i t played i n 1 968 was not a
new one : i t behaved i n a very simi lar, i f not identical, fash ion
(though i n a different historical context) on two previous
occasions : in 1 93 6 and again in 1 945 . Nor is this a coi ncidence.
Now, though the French Communist Party genera lly speaks
with two voices, combining Leninist ideological phrases with
electoral and reformist practices, during M ay and June its
practice and language became as one. This is perhaps best
i llustrated by its attitude to the three main facets of the
revolutionary movement - the un iversities, the general stay-in
stri kes and the call for new elections - as reflected respectively
i n (a) G eorges M archais's article in L'Humanite of 3 M ay;
(b) the reports by Seguy on 1 4 and 1 5 June; and (c) the
electoral address by Waldeck-Rochet on television on 21 June.

The Communist Party and the Revolutionary Movement
in the Universities
For some years past, the French Communist Party had been
busily denouncing the activ ity of 'Leftist spli nter grou ps' but
without attaching any great i mportance to them. Thus, in
January 1 967, G eorges M archais, second in command of the
French Communist Party, told the 28th Congress of the Com
munist Party that 'the press and other propaganda media keep
referri ng to these splinter groups in an attempt to b u i ld them
up, whereas in fact they represent nothing.'
From time to time the Commu nist press woul d publish
articles on the nu merical weakness of these groups. Then, on
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3 M ay 1 968, the tone suddenly changed, and this at a time when
the revolutionary movement in the universi ties was still in i ts
i nfancy.
'Despite their contradictions,' Marchais proclaimed, 'these
splinter groups - some hundreds of students - have u n ited i n
what they call the 22 March Movement . . . led b y the German
anarchist Cohn-Bendit.'
Marchais had clearly become alive to the potential threat
posed by the unanimity of the 22 March Movement, to the fact
that i ts nature had undergone a qual itative transformation .
Hence the smear that the movement was ' led' by 'a German
anarchist', a line the authorities took up with gratitude. In fact,
our movement holds the fundamental belief that the revolution
needs no leaders, an assumption that is anathema to Marchais
and all other bureaucrats. So not only does our movement have
a leader foisted upon it, but one who, in contrast to the true
Frenchmen of the Communist Party, is a foreigner. Minute,
the journal of the extreme Right, wou ld be more precise when
i t spoke of a 'German Jew'. In any case, the Communist Party
bears part responsibi lity for the xenophobic witch hunt that
culminated i n the expulsion from France of all foreigners intellectuals and workers alike - who had taken part i n the
revolutionary movement or were suspected of having done
so .
'Not satisfied with agitating the students - to the detriment o f
t h e interests of the mass of the students themselves a n d t o the
delight of Fascist provocateurs - these pseudo-revolutionari es
now have the impertinence to th ink that they can give lessons to
the working class. More and more of them have penetrated our
factories or the hostels for foreign workers, distri buting tracts
and other propaganda material.'
The true danger had been spotted, a danger agai nst which th e
Commun ist Party and the CGT wou ld now mobi lize a l l their
forces : an alliance between the revolutionary students and the
working class . This alliance Marcha is cou ld only envisage i n
the form of 'lessons', because that is precisely the type o f
relationshi p the Commu nist Party has with the working class.
The Party was grudgingly prepared to turn a blind eye to the
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activities of the revolutionary groups i n the universi ti es them
selves, i n any case it was u nable to stop them . The U EC, th e
Communist Student Union, was moribund, i ts numbers
dwindling and i ts i nflu ence over 'non-organ ized ' students
practica lly nil, and th is despite continued Commun ist efforts
to gain support. The revoluti onary groups, for th eir part, had
no wish to represent the mass of 'uncommi tted' students - all
those who slog away at their exami nati ons simply in order to
become economic, political and i deological leaders i n the ser
vice of the State and of the bourgeoisie from which they have
sprung and to whose ranks they are so anxious to return . The
object of the revolutionary groups was rather to unmask th e
u niversity as a bourgeois i nstitution both i n its composition and
its function. M archais uses much the same argument, but stands
it on i ts h ead, by saying that 'the i deas and the activities o f
these "revolutionaries" a r e enough t o make us laugh once w e
realize that most o f them a r e the sons of captains of i ndustry 
contemptuous of students of working-class origin - and that
they will quickly snuff out their revolutionary flames to become
di rectors in Papa's busi ness, and then exploit the workers in the
best traditi ons of capitalism'.
M archais thus realizes that the university is a centre of
priv i lege, and plays on the fact that i ts class structure neces
sarily produces a rift between workers and students_ Th is does
not, however, stop him and his Party from defending 'the mass
of students' - i .e . those who will, in effect, be running 'Papa's
busi nesses' - against the revolutionary students who have
broken with th eir own class. Now, it is quite possible that a large
number o f revolutionary students w i l l come to terms w i th the
bourgeoisie, particularly if their revolutionary message goes
unheard . Th is merely reflects the weakness of a r evolutionary
movement limited to the universities. In any case, the chief
function of the modern university is to fit the student for a place
i n the soci al h i erarchy, and only a radical transformation of
society can alter this. This is fully realized by all revo luti onary
students and so is the importance of an all iance with the work
ing class; what d ifferences there are between us concern only
the best ways o f reach ing that alliance.
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'Nevertheless we must not u nderestimate their pernicious
endeavour to spread dissension, doubt and scepticism among
the workers, and particularly among the young workers.'
M archais has realized that the workers and students are
drawing closer together, and this, as we have stressed, as early
as 3 May! So great in fact was the danger, that he went on to
warn : 'These false revolutionaries must be u nmasked com
pl etely, because, objectively, they serve the i nterests of the
G au llist authorities and the big capitalist monopoli es; it is our
duty to fight and i solate all those Leftist groups who are trying
to harm the democratic movement while covering their tracks
with revolutionary phrases.'
Yet try as they might, the Communist students were u nable
to i solate the Leftists; rather did they themselves become
completely isolated in the universities. In the few cities where,
on the eve of the uprising, the UNEF (National Union of
French Students) was stil l controlled by the U EC (Communist
Student Union) the UEC lost i ts hold over them almost
overn ight. At Rauen, for example, after the national commit
tees of SNESUP (University Staff Association) and the UNEF
called for a general strike, in answer to the closure of the
Sorbonne, AGER, the local section of SNESUP, refused to
endorse this deci sion. The revolutionary students (SCR, ESU,
etc.), together with non-Communist lecturers, then called for
the election of strike commi ttees, which roundly attacked the
Communists. After the occupation of the R enault factory in
nearby Clean, workers came across to attend lectures, and
afterwards they loudly booed the officials of the CGT. In i ts
attempt to i solate the revolutionary students, the French Com
munist Party thus suffered a resounding defeat. Its courtship
of the 'mass of students' fell on deaf ears : the u ncommitted
ei ther joi ned the revolutionaries in the course of the struggle,
or else, as convinced reactionaries, went anywhere but to the
Communist Party. The UEC acted as a repellent - for some
because they were afraid of i ts revolutionary claims, for others
because they knew i t had none. All along, the UEC tried to
d ivert the students from the struggle and to check their revo
lutionary tendencies. To that effect it joined the authorities
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i n raising the spectre of the examinations - as a proven stick
with which to beat the students .
The slander that the Leftists were playing i nto the hands of
the Gaullists and Fascists by giving them cause for retaliation
was one that was constantly repeated . Now, as every worker
knows, all revo lutionary movements meet resistance fro m the
authorities, from the State, and from the employers, who may
feel so threatened that i n addition to the official organs of
repression, they call in the Fascists as wel l . There is only one
certa i n way o f avoiding any possibility of a clash with the
Fascists and that is not to attack the capitalist system in the
first place. As for the lower middle classes whom the Com
munist Party graces with the name of the 'democratic forces',
they w i l l always take the stronger side. Though perhaps at first
repelled by some of the revolutionaries' methods, they become
revolutionary as soon as the revolution triumphs and counter
revolutionary as soon as reaction wins the upper hand . In either
case they w i l l not play an active part - except during severe
economic crises when desperation may drive tl"�em i nto the
streets. However, it should be remembered that economic crises
never affect the lower m iddle classes alone but h i t the working
class even harder . And it i s on the success or failure o f the
working-class upri sing that the reaction o f the lower m i ddle
classes i nvariably depends.
In G ermany, where i nconsistent policies by the Stalinists and
R eformi sts alike led to the division and u ltimate destruction of
the working-class movement, and with it o f any truly revo
lutionary alternative, the lower middle c lasses were thrown
straight i nto the arms of Hit fer.
In May 1 968, i n France, on the other hand, the revo lutionary
optio n was sti ll open, and as the student revolt became more
widespread, those workers who did not take th eir opinions
straight from L'Human ire followed the events with attention
and sympathy. They did not need the Commu nist Mani festo to
tell them that 'finally, i n times when the class struggle nears the
decisive hour, the process o f dissolution goi ng on i n the ruling
class, i n fact within the whole range of old society, assumes such
a violent glaring character that a small section of the ruling
151
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class cuts itself adrift, and joins the revolutionary class, the class
that holds the future in its hands' (Karl M arx).

The Communist analysis of the general strike
With the general strike of 1 3 May began the second phase of
the movement : the entry of the working class into the struggle.
The Communist answer was given by the CGT, whose general
secretary Seguy is a member of the Politburo of the French
Communist Party. It is his report to the National Executive of
the CGT on 1 3 and 1 4 June which we shall be examining
now.
Seguy's argument is i nteresting both i n what i t explicitly
affirms and in what it glosses over. His report begins with a
piece of i nformation that came as no news to anyone, but from
which few people wou ld have drawn the same conclusion :
'We have just witnessed unprecedented events in the social
history of France: a general stay-in strike by nearly ten million
workers.'
Now the events were not, in fact, entirely without precedent,
since a similar strike had taken place in May-June 1 93 6 and
again in August 1 953, though it is true that never before had so
many workers been involved. And lest the glaring discrepancy
between the great strength of the movement and the puny results
the Party was prepared to accept recoiled upon i ts head, Seguy
decided to cover up his tracks with the claim that: 'we foresaw
i t all' i n that 'penetrating analysis we presented to the 3 6th
Federal Congress on the subject of the economic and social
situation in France'. Now that Congress merely repeated what
all such congresses always say, namely that capi talism oppres
ses the working class : Their economic and social policy arouses
i ncreasing discontent and hence increasing opposi tion. As a
result, the workers become more and more conscious of their
common interests, coordinate their struggle and so open u p
wider perspectives.' Krasucki, secretary of the CGT, had to ld
the 34th Federal Congress some years earlier much th e same
th ing : The growth of the opposition and the progress of the
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union have created a new situation and have opened up favour
able and encouragi ng perspectives for a l l workers and demo
crats .' Thus every Congress sees 'the openi ng of greater
p erspectives for a greater struggle', not so much agai nst the
bourgeoisie and the capitalist State, as against 'monopolies'
and 'personal power'. In short, Seguy may well have 'foreseen
i t all' - all, that is, except the general strike (that great anarcho
syndicalist myth which as 'everyone knows' died a long time
ago). Seguy recalls the wave o f twenty-four hour stri kes agai nst
the arbi trary laws promu lgated by the government, and the
more 'vigorous' actions at the Dassault Avi ation Factory i n
Bordeaux, a t R hodiaceta i n Lyons, and a t the Atlantique works
in Saint-Nazaire - 'al l evidence o f the general u nrest and clear
i ndications o f what was to fo llow'. He conveniently forgets to
mention that during each one of these actions, Lefti st voices
were raised to demand that it be extended into a general strike,
to proclaim that the working class was ready to do battle
against the authorities. The official Commu nist answer was
always th e same : you take your wishes for facts; the working
class is utterly unprepared. The basic strategy o f the CGT was
to oppose any call for a general stri ke, and to keep the struggle
at the local level . Hence when any political novice cou ld have
' foreseen' that a general strike was in the air, the CGT did all
i t could to 'foresee' that i t did not take place. Nor was that the
first time they had acted in this way . In I 953, for i nstance, when
the miners struck for more than a month (from I M arch to 4
_
Apr i l ) and workers throughout France declared their so l i darity
with them, all the CGT d i d was to steer the struggle from the
political i nto the purely financial plane, once again o n the
grou nds that the workers were u nprepared for battle. And so
the workers went back to work, loudly protesting at turbu lent
meeting after turbu lent meeting that their leaders had sold them
down the river. Delfosse, secretary of the Mi ners' Section o f the
CGT, rounded on them with : 'You are an u ngratefu l lot of
foo ls. We have stood by you all along.' Berthelin, o f the FO
(Force Ouvriere), also added h i s voice: 'Quite a few of those
disturb ing the meetings are in the pay of the U N R ' (the
Gaul lists) . Sauty of th e CFTC to ld the men : 'Even if everyone
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stops work tomorrow, the day after tomorrow the numbers
w i l l dwindle, and the day after that there won't be anyone left.'
However, the prize must surely go to Berthelin for his further
comment: 'The malcontents i nclude a lot of young people who
have never been in a strike and who i magine that by stri king
they can get everything they want.' In other words, the mili
tancy of the young workers was nothing but ignorance and in
experience - small wonder they turned their backs on the trade
union movement!
For years, union leaders had done nothing but use the
workers' struggle for their own bureaucratic advantage. There
was nothing spontaneous about the events,' Seguy boasted i n
h i s 1 968 report, and spontaneity i s the chief enemy of a l l
bureaucrats - i t challenges their very existence. True, n o o n e has
ever pretended that a particular struggle has no li nks with
previous struggles, and to that extent no movement has ever
been spontaneous, i .e. unhistorical. By the spontaneity of the
working class we simply refer to i ts abi lity to take direct action
and to develop its own methods of struggle i rrespective of,
or even against, the wishes of all those great or petty 'vanguards'
who proclaim themselves leaders of the proletariat. The
reason why spontaneity is so i mportant in the struggle of the
Russian masses is not that the Russian proletariat is "un
educated", but rather that revolutions cannot be run by
schoolmasters' (Rosa Luxemburg: The General Strike) .
By 'spontaneous' we do not, therefore, mean 'without pre
cedent', but simply 'without official blessing' and in this sense
the recent French strike wave was completely spontaneous.
It spread like wi ldfire without the trade unions being able to
stop it. As for the 'official' strike which the trade u ni ons them
selves called on 1 3 May, Seguy explained its real purpose when
he declared: 'At the same time, 1 3 May delivered a serious
blow to the anarchist groups, those provocateurs who
entertained the mistaken hope of being able to lead the
movement.' The shoe was in fact on the other foot, for the
COT, unable to beat the movement, tried i nstead to head i t,
or rather to head i t off.Two days later [ 1 5 May], fully conscious
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of the newly created possi bi lities of enter i ng into a more
decisive phase of the battle' (opened up by the students whom
he conveni ently forgot to mention), 'we sent recommendations
to our (his� m i l i tants, to assume full responsibility for the
organizatio n of the struggle, thus ensuri ng i ts coordination and
effectiveness.' These vague phrases did not deceive anyone,
for only a day earli er, on 1 4 M ay, when the workers occupied
Sud-Aviation i n Nantes and confined the manager to his
office, Seguy had pub licly denounced the real mi li tants over
the radio (Europe No. 1 ) . In fact, the idea of a stay-in strike did
not come from the CGT itself, and so, of course, they opposed
it bitterly .
The stay - i n stri ke d i d, however, have the blessing of the local
FO* branch, which had for years been renowned for i ts oppo
sition to the R eformist leaders. It was therefore not by chance
that Sud-Aviation in Nantes was the first factory to hold a
stay - i n stri ke. The CGT did not call a meeting o f i ts Federal
Commi ttee until 1 7 M ay, but by the 1 5th , the Renault factory
i n Clean had been occupied, by the 1 6th it was th e turn of
Renault at Flins and Bou logne- B i llancourt, and by the 1 7th
Rhodiaceta had joined i n as well - all of them without the
encouragement of the CGT. The only one of these stri kes
Seguy mentioned in his report was the one in Bi llancourt, and
th is i s what he had to say about it: 'Those of Boulogne
Bi l lancou rt, u nder the experienced leadersh i p of their CGT
officials, have just given us an excel lent example of the
effective application of the CGT recommendations.'
This was, o f course, sheer fabrication : all the workers i n the
factory and all outside observers are agreed that the young
workers struck spontaneously. Seguy knew th is perfectly well,
the more so as many of his own stalwarts did not hide their
surprise at being swept up i nto the front l i ne, with never an
order for a general attack .
'The Trade U nions were overrun from below . This is what
various o bservers have claimed, manifestly ignorant of what
has really happened, or else enraged by the success of our
•
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tactics (sic! ) and fil led with envy (sic! ) . ' Now, 'envy of the
success of the CGT tactics' is the last thing anyone in his right
senses cou ld have felt, and nobody is deceived by Seguy's
laborious reconstruction after the event. The facts, and I thi nk
I have demonstrated this at some length, are that the CGT never
foresaw, let alone helped to launch, the workers' movement,
that the tail never wagged the dog . In the universities, the
Communist Party tried to stop all direct action and paid the
price of destroying its own student organization; when the CGT
used the same tactics i n the factories, it signed i ts own death
warrant as well, for thousands of CGT members began to ask
themselves what was the good of having permanent officials who
keep in the background whenever they are most needed .
But Seguy had not yet done; he sti l l had to explain why a
general strike was called over the head of the Party : 'As the
class struggle has entered a more criti cal phase, certain doubtful
elements, most of them renegades, have felt free to insult us by
suggesting that we let the hour pass when the working class
could have assumed power.' Thus, even Seguy was forced to
recognize that the class strugg le had become more acute, though
it was, of course, unfortunate for him that his detractors should
have posed the question of the revolutionary potentialities of
that situation. Workers everywhere were, in fact, asking them
selves what, precisely, they were waiting for, when students and
lecturers everywhere were successfu lly challenging the power
of the State - they knew that the students and the lecturers, and
not some m inisterial commission, had reformed the universities
and had created new centres of decision-maki ng. The State
representatives in the universities, that is the administrators,
had been swept away; the Rectors no longer enjoyed the
support of anyone other than the police.
The State was thus reduced to what it essentially is, a police
job, but Seguy refused to see even that :
'To tell the truth,. the question of whether the hour of
insurrection had struck or not has never even been posed,
neither in the Federal Committee nor in the Administrative
Commi ttee which, as everyone knows, consists of serious
and highly responsible militants, men who are not in the
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habit of perm i tting themselves to mistake their desires for
reality.'
Now rea l i ty i s the very last thi ng these 'serious and highly
respo nsible m i l i tants' desi red . The whole problem had, i n fact,
greatly taxed the i ngenu ity of the Federal Committee, and
Seguy was hard put to it to convince them that, revoluti o nary
though it may have been, the situation was not propitious for a
general i nsurrection : 'No, the ten mi llion strikers did not seek
power, all they wanted was better conditions of life and of
work.'
But then, no revo lution - nei ther the French nor the Russian 
began with a call for power or a radical transformatio n o f
society . A l l the Russian workers demanded i n February I 9 1 7
was bread and peace. However, at the same time they set up
workers' cou nc ils which, for more than eight months, co
existed with the mach inery of the State and the capitalist class.
The i nsurrectional phase did not really begi n until October
I 9I 7, that i s � eight 1monthsi after thel beginning lo f the R evoluti o n .
But, f o r t h e CGT, there a r e apparently n o i ntermediate steps
between wage claims and the full assumption of power. We do
not deny that the problem o f power would have had to be
raised (socialism i s not built in a day), but what we do i nsi st on
is that the creation o f workers' commi ttees o n the shop floor,
committees that made decisions on the spot i nstead o f waiting
for trade u nions or employers to approve them, was the first
step on a road that m ight have Jed to workers' contro l of the
entire economy .
I n any case, renou nci ng a revolutionary pol icy u nder the
pretext that there is an army and a police force is to renounce
any attempt at a radical transformation o f soci ety, even by
legal and parliamentary means, for clearly the bosses will call
o n th e Army to defend them even agai nst defeat in the pol l i ng
booths. Was i t not because they feared a military putsch i n
1 95 8 that a Chamber with a Leftist majority called i n de
Gaulle? If th e Army is ready to fire at mi ll ions of striki ng
workers, we do not think i t wou ld hesitate to fire at some four
hundred heroic deputies o f the Left (and when we say four
h undred that i s the very maximum).
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'If, to make an absurd assumption, we had abandoned our
Trade Union role and had dropped what our detractors so dis
dainful ly call our "alimentary claims" and had become the
generals of a revolution, we shou ld at one stroke have lost the
precious confidence of the workers.'
The only disdain we feel is for the CGT in their role of
generals of a counter-revolution; the only absurd assumption
is that the CGT has retained the 'precious confidence of the
workers'. There was never any question of our despising the
'alimentary claims' of the workers, only of deciding whether
the time was ripe for attacking its causes, the capitalist system
itself, or only its effects - whether our movement cou l d lead to
the abolition of wage-slavery, or whether that abolition must
continue to be one of the pious phrases dished up at every M ay
Day celebration . Let Seguy read the followi ng quotation :
'Trade Unions work well as centres of resistance against the en
croachments of capital. They fai l partially from an i njudicious
use of their power . They fai l generally from limiting them
selves to a gueri lla war against the effects of the existent
system, i nstead of simultaneously trying to change it, i nstead of
using thei r organized forces as a lever for the final emancipation
of the working class, that is to say, the u ltimate abolition of the
wages system . Instead of the conservative motto : "A fair day's
wage for a fair day's work ! " they ought to i nscr i be on their
banner the revolutionary watchword : "Abolition of the wages
system ! " ' (Marx: Value, Price and Profit.) Yet another de
tractor who despises the workers' 'alimentary claims'!
Not only did the CGT fai l to go beyond its 'alimentary
claims', but it went back even on these, for the G renelle agree
ment they signed compromised on the original claim for a
forty-hour week, retirement at sixty, and a change in the labour
laws. And this was the agreement that Seguy fully expected
the strikers to greet with enthusiasm - or so his speeches i n the
Renault works suggested. These speeches were, however,
greeted with catcalls - the workers were almost unanimous i n
rejecting what the bureaucrats had so readily accepted. And so
the strike continued - as Thorez has pointed out in 1 936, 'you
have to know how to stop a strike'. To that end, the bureau1 58
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crats now tried to take the political heat out of the movement
which from the very start had been political in the sense that i t
challenged t h e entire system, both by i ts spontaneity a n d also
by its scope; they called for new general elections. The strikes,
they proclaimed loUdly at a demonstration held by the CGT
and the Communist Party on 29 M ay, had always been
about wage claims and not about the overthrow of capitalist
society, as the workers' desire for a peaceful parliamentary
decision clearly proved . The bourgeoisie very happily accepted
this double package, signed the Grenelle agreement and dis
solved the Chamber. But the workers themselves continued to
strike, and no elections could be held under these conditions.
And so the CGT got down to the business of breaking the strike.
'Since the elections open up concrete perspectives in our
perennial struggle for democracy i t i s in the workers' own
i nterests that w e lead them to victory by first settling their
claims so that the elections can take p lace normally. I n that
spirit the Federal Committee has i ncluded a paragraph of the
utmost i mportance in i ts declaration of 5 June, namely :
' Wherever the essential claims have been satisfied i t i s i n the
workers' i nterest to pronounce themselves overwhelmingly i n
favour of a r etur n t o work." ' Since the CGT had gone back o n
even t h e original claims, i .e. t h e reduction of t h e working week,
the lowering of the age of retirement, the change in the labour
laws, the new policy o f the CGT amounted, in fact, to a call for
a return to work at any price. And as, i n these conditions, it was
extremely difficult to persuade ten million strikers to heed the
call en masse, the CGT decided to demoralize each industry in
turn.
'The others have left us in the lurch,' said those who con
tinued. 'I am ashamed to have gone back while my mates are
sti l l fighting,' said thousands of others. The 'massive pro
nouncement in favour o f a return to work' was nowhere forth
coming; i n many factories the vote was just over 50 per cent.
The following passage is revealing :
' "Well, let m e tell you - and I am no student - how they got
us to go back to work." The speaker wore the uniform o f the
R ATP (Regie A u tonome des Transports Parisiens) . " I was
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working in the Lebrun Depot, in the Thirteenth A rrondissement;
i t was the twentieth day of the strike, 4 June, when the CGT
leaders gave the order to go back to work . None of our claims
had been met and even if they had we, o n Paris Transport,
ought not to have gone back before the rest. It was only right
we should have stood by them. Seeing that we were 90 per cent
for the strike - as a vote showed - do you know what the CGT
leadership di d ? They went to see the boys one by one, telling
them that all the other depots had gone back. They i nvented
voting results when nobody had voted, and they did this i n
every depot, telling each one that the others were i n favour o f
going back. Some of us went u p to the office to ask for a n ex
planation; u nfortunately we weren't enough, so the officials
pitched i nto us. On the 5th, we posted pickets as usual, but, as if
by chance, six big police vans had drawn up outside early i n
the morning, Paris police and the Garde Mobile, bristling with
guns. We were prepared to stick i t out all the same, what with
the local peopl e and the students behind us, but the CGT
officials tol d us another pack of lies, made false promises, and
the lot. After having divided the movement, they got the other
depots to pack i t i n and they demoralized us as wel l . And so we,
too, went back - with tears in our eyes. So if some of the boys
turn i n their cards, who can really blame them? But I've kept
m ine, and not for nothing either. There are quite a few accounts
I'd like to settle with RATP .' " (L'Evenemen t, July-August
1 968.)
And stil l the struggle continued. Entire sectors of, for i n
stance, the metal i ndustry remained on strike. But a l l the CGT
now had to do was to sit back and wait for the i solated pockets
to grow tired of going i t alone. The government, too, now had
a chance to show that i t stil l existed - it had been forgotten for
such a long time! . . . What i t had been u nable to do for weeks 
to send the hated CRS against the factories - i t could now do
almost with i mpu nity . True, i t did not try i t at B i llancourt, so
near Paris, with its 30,000 workers, but at remote little Flins,
and at Sochaux. 'Leftist groups, often complete strangers to
the workers, pretending that the struggle for wage claims was
of no i mportance, violently opposed the w ishes of those
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workers whose claims had been satisfied, and who wanted to
return to work' (CGT) .
The truth i s altogether different. For as soon as they heard
what was happening, the students rushed to Flins, not to
oppose the wishes of the workers, but to express their soli
darity with them and to do battle with the CRS. One o f the
students was killed. There was also a fight at Sochaux wher e
two people d ied . T o prevent a spontaneous new flare-up of the
struggle, the CGT felt impelled to call for a one-hour stri ke, no
more, against this triple assassi nation. 'How many dead do we
need for a twenty- four hour stri ke? ' the Leftist press asked .
The CGT itself published the following communique: 'When
the government had ordered the CRS into the [Fli ns] factory
and while the workers were peacefully assembled, strangers to
the working class, led by Geismar, who is increasi ngly proving
himself a n expert on provocation, insinuated themselves i nto
the meeting and incited the workers to re-occupy the factory .
These groups, drawn u p i n para-military fashion, had pre
viously appeared during similar operations in Paris, and were
quite blatantly acting in the service of the worst enemies of the
working class.' And the CGT, as a fair reward for all the
strike- breaking services it had rendered to that true friend o f
t h e working class, t h e Gaullist government, now demanded that
all groups of the extreme left be outlawed.
After Daniel Cohn-Bendit's residence permit had already
been withdrawn, Seguy sti ll saw fit to declare : 'It would seem
that the warnings we issued, even before the Prime M inister
hi nted that this individual was a member of an i nternational
organization, are about to be confirmed.' For the first time, the
CGT had, in fact, foreseen something, i ndeed done something
about i ts forecasts. In his report, Seguy does not bother to
hide the role of the CGT in the government ban of all extreme
left-wing groups : 'But by exposing the government as an ac
complice of these provocateurs . . . we forced them to make a
show of their innocence and to remove the troublemakers on
the eve o f the elections.'
A far cry, this, from Lenin's: 'The government has thrown
down the gauntlet to anyone with the least shred of honour, by
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descri bi ng as troublemakers the students who protested against
arbitrary forces . . . . Just cast your eye over the government
proclamation; it is ful l of such words as disorder, commotion,
excess, effrontery, licence. On the one hand, they speak of
criminal political aims, of political protests, and on the other
they treat students as simple troublemakers who need to be
taught a lesson in discipline . . . . The government needs an
answer, and not from the students alone . . . . It addresses it
self to public opinion, boasting of its repressive energy, mock
ing at all l iberal aspirations. All thinking people ought to take
up this challenge. . . . The working class constantly suffers
oppression and outrages on an infinitely greater scale from the
same arbi trary forces which are now embattled with the
students. The working class has already begun the struggle
for its li beration; let it remember that this great battle
i mposes great obligations, that it cannot l iberate itself from
despotism without liberating all the people . . . . No worker i s
worthy of the title o f socialist, i f he can look on indifferently
while the government sends its troops against young students.
The students have helped the workers; let the workers now come
to the aid of the students' (Leni n: Complete Works, Vol . IV).
What, we wonder, would Lenin have made of those trade
union bureaucrats who not only looked on i ndifferently while
revolutionary students were being shot, but even called for re
pressive measures against them? In any case, the bourgeoisie
was quick to applaud these honourable gentlemen :
'The CGT has thus definitely taken a stand against the i nsur
rectionary student movement, and yesterday's declarations by
M . Seguy also represent the opinion of the Communist Party.
The tone has changed : for the class diatribes of yesteryear, the
CGT of M . Georges Seguy has substituted the cold and firm
language of men of authority who know their business . . .
Sang-froid and responsibility are words that recur constantly
in his statement . . . The strikes will be extended and will prob
ably reach their height at the beginning of next week. It is by
paying this price that the Trade Unions hope to deflate the i n 
surrectionist student movement and the irresponsible groups
behind it' (Hamelet in Le Figaro).
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And there is l ittle doubt that when Seguy went on to speak
of 'pu blic opinion' it was, in fact, the bourgeois press he had i n
mind : 'Public opinion, deeply upset b y a l l the trouble and
violence, confused by the equivocal position and the free and
easy attitude o f the State, has come to look upon the CGT as
a great force for peace and order.'
The bourgeois order, let it be u nderstood!

The Communist Party in search of voters
Let u s now leave the CGT, and go on to the French Commu nist
Party, or rather its spokesman Waldeck-Rochet. H e i s on
record as 'vigorous ly protesting against the su bstituti o n of
police repression for peacefu l negotiation'. For the party, as
for the CGT, the who le struggle was apparently aimed at noth
ing more than negotiation with the State, with the bourgeoisie,
and it was within the framework of the capitalist system that i t
had t o remain confined :
'In the i mpressive movement we have just witnessed, the
attitude of the Communist Party has been perfectly clear : i t
has defended and conti nues u nreservedly to defend the claims
of thinking and working France.' The terminology i s reveali ng,
it is g lorious France that the Communist Party i s defending not the exploited masses. True, France also includes the
workers, and the Communist Party 'has done its utmost to
o btain the legitimate satisfaction of claims that have been
neglected for far too long. It [the Communist Party] has
proved to be a great party of progress .' The term ' legitimate'
in thi s passage shou l d be u nderlined - the legitimate struggle
for satisfaction within the legi timate framework of the system,
that is, of capitalism.
I n other words, the Communist Party is fighting for claims
that are compatible with the continued existence of the bour
geoisie - only in this sense i s i t 'progressive', much as the
'Centrists' call themselves a 'Party of Progress and Demo
cracy' . And o n the very day that Waldeck-Rochet made h i s
speech, t h e Centrist leader, D uhamel, declared that 'economic
progress is hampered by social i njustice'.
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To make it dou bly clear that the Communist Party is a
stickler for legality and has never looked beyond it, Waldeck
Rochet continued:
'The Communist Party has appeared as a party of order and
political wisdom, appealing to working-class discipline, freely
accepted (sic) .' Now we have seen just how freely the working
class accepts the discipline i mposed upon it by political and
industrial leaders. Yet no one will challenge his claim that the
Communist Party is 'a party of order', and that i t, together with
the CGT, which it controls, has been i nstrumental i n re
establishing order in France - bourgeois order , to be sure. To
that end it waged a bitter fight, first against the Leftists, that
'group of troublemakers', and then against thousands of
workers. 'Communist militants, as befits men of experience
and good sense, have done their utmost to avo id every provoca
tion.'
Now, this fight against the Left was in fact the only one the
Party ever engaged in - the better to compromise with the bosses
and the state.
'By denouncing provocation no matter from what quarter,
we have acted with great discernment.' What wonderfu l dis
cernment, that can lump the students together with the CRS !
Still, there is n o doubt that the Party was alive to the real i ssues,
and that it did i ts utmost to sow confusion among the ranks of
the working class. To what extent it succeeded only the future
can tell. As for the 'men of experience and good sense' they
deserve credit, not for seizing the creaking machi nery of the
state, not for fighting the authorities and the bourgeoisie, not
for organizing the defence of the working class aga inst poli ce
brutality, not for exploding the myth of parliamentarianism, of
legality and of partial concessions that the authorities can re
tract at will, but for fighting the Leftists. In this field, in effect,
the Communist Party has a long and u nenviable record of
successes.
'The u ltra-Leftist groups attack and insult us because, from
the very start, we have refused to have recourse to provocation
and ugly violence.'
I have tried to explain at some length the nature of the
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Lefti st 'provocation' : all the student movement tried to do was
u nmask the true nature of the State, in practice rather than by
means o f theoretical analyses the State can safely ignore.
To provoke the bourgeois State means forcing it to show i ts
claws; to disprove i ts claim that i t is essentially different from
Franco or the Eastern bureaucracies. Now these claws exist no
matter what the majority i n Parli ament, and this is what the
Commu nist Party is trying to disgu ise. Hence it blames all the
violence on those who are incapable of i t, because they lack
the means. But there is little point in un leash ing the tigers only
to r u n away when they pounce : self-defence is a major task o f
any revolutionary movement. The Commun ist Party, on the
other hand, argues that 'we have acted and continue to act
with a sense of responsibi lity when we guard against giving
the government any excuse to smash the workers'.
Now, the government has its own means - the televi sion and
also the police - o f o bstructing the workers, and will use them
no matter whether the Commu nist Party is on i ts guard or not.
The only thi ng the Communist Party can do and does do i s
divert the workers' movement b y giv ing i t the k i n d o f o bj ec
t ives that threaten nei ther the government nor the bourgeoisie.
The strategy of the Communist Party, which, according to
Waldeck-Rochet, was to 'bar the path to bloody adventurism,
to prevent a military dictatorship' - is one that cou ld be in
voked to frustrate a l l revolutions, for i t tacitly grants that the
State alone can lay down when and at what point it may be
challenged. The revolutionary is far more concerned about
what forces he has to overcome, to what extent the State can
really rely on the army, for example. Now this is the analysis
the Party 'mil itants' forgot to make; they never asked whether
de Gaulle cou ld, in fact, have called in the army to mow down
French workers. We shall return to this problem in the chapter
on the strategy of the State. Suffice it to say at this point that
de Gaulle and the Commu nist Party both made use of th is
argument; de G au lle u ttering it by way of a threat and the
Communist Party accepting it at face value and without
discussion. The mere h int of a putsch should the electoral
a lternative be rejected had the Communists hopping with
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ballot fever, just as the dissolution of the Chamber of Deputies
set the CGT itching to call off the strike.
'The Gaullists keep waving the Tricolour, but the Tri 
colour is not the exclusive property of anyone, least of a l l
those who have sacrificed the i nterests of t h e mass o f French
men on the altar of a handful of multimi llionaires.' Now to des
cr ibe the G au l lists as representatives of 'a handful of multi
millionaires' i s to mask the reality of contemporary capi
talism, u tterly to mistake the real nature of the modern state.
And so the mass of Frenchmen - workers, peasants, bour
geois (not multimillionaires but perhaps all those who have not
yet gone beyond their first million), soldiers, policemen and
clergymen, are enjoined by the Communist Party to rally against
the multimillionaires, behind - of all things - the Tricolour.
'In all our demonstrations, we Communists scorn the black
flag of anarchy, but march firmly under the tricolour banner
of the nation and the red flag of social ism .'
Apparently, some Communist leaders must have thought
that there were far too many of the latter, for in their later
demonstrations only the Tricolour appeared; had not Lamar
tine, that well-known theorist of revolutionary socialism,
said that 'while the Tricolour was borne through the whole
world, the Red Flag went no further than the Champs de Mars'?
True, nowadays the Red Flag fl ies over many ministries and
embassies and it, too, has become a highly respectable patrio
tic emblem. There was a time when the Communist Party,
even under Stalin, used rather to look down on a l l forms of
nationalism and patriotism. But that was before 1 936, the year
the Soviet U nion became the Soviet Fatherland . . .
Just l isten to Waldeck-Rochet : 'We Communists have
always fought and shall continue to fight remorselessly the lack
of national feeling that certain anarchist elements vaunt as a
sign of th eir revolutionary ardour. We, for our part, are proud
to have restored to the working class what Aragon so nobly
called T H E C O L O U R S OF F R A N C E ! ' ( 1 0 June 1 96 8 .)
Nobly indeed! For what Aragon had done was to consign
the 'colours of France' to the rubbish dump, and to extol the
Red Flag :
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'Les trois co u le u rs a la voirie!
Le drapeau rouge est le mei/leur!' ( 1 93 2)

Or compare Waldeck-R ochet's : The Commun ists love their
country passionately . . . and because they love it, they want to
see it free, prosperous and peaceful . . . a good p lace for all
the people . . . who are the living real ity of France' (I 0 June
1 968), w ith Aragon's : 'I detest my country; the more French
things are, the more they revolt me. A Frenchman ! You take
me for a Frenchman . . . but I have resolutely turned away
from a country that has produced nothing but a bit of bad
verse and assassins in blue uniforms . . . ' ( 1 8 Apri l 1 925 ) .
Or, finally, compare Waldeck-Rochet's: 'That is w h y w e
have denounced a n d fought demagogy, the l ies a n d provoca
tions of the "ultra-Leftists", supported as they are by the PSU,
vaunting their Mao ism, their anarch ism, their Trotskyism.
By their methods, their recourse to ugly violence and to hyste
r ical declamations, these groups have done their utmost to
besmirch and d iscredit that great popular movement which is
now drawn up before the G aullist threat' (I 0 June 1 968), with
Aragon's
'Comrades
Lay low the cops . . .
Fire on Leon Blum . . .
Fire on the pontiffs of social democracy . . .
Fire, I say, u nder the leadership of the Communist Party.'
( Quoted by L' Enrage, 1 7 June 1 96 8 .)
And after declaring that the Commun ist Party is the most
ser i ous opponent of Gaull ist rule (a h ighly questionable
claim) Waldeck-Rochet goes on to say : 'However, the cho ice
today is not between Gaul list rule and the estab li shment of
Communism in France, but between personal power that can
only lead to mil itary dictatorship and a democratic regime
founded o n the union of all democratic forces . . .' Thus,
having first characterized Gaullism economically as the regime
of a handful of multimill ionaires, the Communist Party now
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goes on to characterize it politically as a party of personal
power - so that once aga in Waldeck-Rochet has opened his
mouth and said nothing at all. As for the threat of a military
d ictatorship, it cou ld apparently be averted by holding elec
tions, and no doubt, even more surely, if the Gaullists won
at the polls. In any case, even if they did not, the Communist
Party, and the rest of the official Left, was not prepared to
offer the electors a socialist alternative - small wonder that
so many of them voted as they did.

General Analysis
To sum up, during the months of May and June, the Com
munist Party and the CGT played the game of the State and
the bourgeo isie in theory no less than in practice. When we
speak of the Communist Party and the CGT we are, of course,
referring to the bureaucrats running them both, and not to
the membersh ip - there is a wide gulf and a clash of interests
between the rank and file and their leaders. The rank and file
has, i n fact, problems that are quite distinct from those of the
bureaucracy. Thus duri ng the period immediately prior to
the May events, the Communist bureaucrats did their utmost
to prevent the workers from cal ling a general stri ke. In the
un iversities, the Party opposed every radical chal lenge to
the authorities even on the theoretical p lane, let alone in prac
tice, and had only th is compla int : the u niversities were cram
med and understaffed and did not admit enough working-class
chi ldren - there was no attempt at an analysis of the real
function of a university in a hierarchic society, namely its
support of the hierarchy. Now such an analysis wou ld have
shown precisely why there are so few working-class ch ildren
in the universities - the men at the top try to ensure the best
places for their own sons and daughters. It is only to the extent
that the priv ileged classes themselves cannot supply all the
needs of the h ierarchy that they are forced to draw on other
strata of society - their idea of the 'democratizati on' of educa
tion. Now, the Party is not opposed to a social h ierarchy as
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such; it simply wants to change its composition, and that i s
precisely why it objects to the Left ist analys is. As it was, the
mass of students was not deceived, with the result that our
movement greatly i ncreased in strength, pa rticularly from 3 to
1 3 May. Du ring this, the first per iod of the struggle, the role of
the Commu nist Party was simply to prevent workers and
students alike from i ssu ing a radical cha llenge to their common
exploiters.
During the second phase, when this confrontati on never
theless took place - in the form of the genera l str i ke which
the CGT so strongly opposed and which it tried to sabotage,
initially by fai l ing to issue directives - the Party d i d i ts utmost
to steer the struggle into the 'safe' channels of industrial claims
so as to prevent the workers from quest ioning pr ivate pro
perty as such or bureaucratic meddling with nationalized enter
prises. And in the end it ·was even prepared to comprom ise on
i ts i ndustrial claims, settl ing for less than a forty- hour week
and forgetting the pension at the age of sixty . This package, the
CGT r ightly felt, could only be sold to the workers if they were
strictly segregated from the 'vio lent' and 'irresponsible'
students, and this the bureaucrats tried to achieve by hook or
by crook .
During the third phase, the Party did i ts utmost to bring
the stri kes to an end by getting the workers to accept the terms
of the Grenelle agreement. However, when the workers re
fused and continued to strike, the Party tried to divert the
struggle i nto the parliamentary field by offering them n�w
electio ns. De Gaulle read ily accepted this v iew and dissolved
the Chamber. The bureaucracy now redoubled its efforts to
stop the str ike, sector by sector . And to prevent any m i l itant
opposition or renewed strike action, the Party intensified
its campaign aga inst Leftism, a campaign that culminated i n
the government ban on all extreme left-wing organizations.
Only then did the Party feel free to enter the election cam
paign, which it fought in the name of order, legal ity and bour
geois democracy, all symbolized by the Tricolour.

3 . The Nature of the Communist Bureaucracy

The behaviour of the Communist Party throughout these criti·
cal months can only be understood i n the context of inter·
national politics and the historical background. The present
phase of capitalism is characterized by the concentration of
economic and political power in the hands of the State, and by
the parallel growth of a 'workers' ' bureaucracy in the i ndus
trial and political field. Now this bureaucracy, far from try
ing to represent the workers, endeavours to persuade them of
the general benefits of capitalist production, while staking its
own claim to a managerial say in the running of i ndustry
and the State. Internally, it is organized very much as is the
capitalist system : it has a h ierarchical structure in which the
top becomes increasingly remote from the bottom. And as
i ndustries are becoming ever more complex and gigantic, the
bourgeo isie and the capitalist State have discovered that they
are quite unable to manage the vast problem of labour rela
tions, and more than welcome the help of the new bureau
cracy. In particular, they are quite w ill ing to grant these
bureaucrats priv ileges, to consult them during moments of
crisis, or even to charge them with the conduct of pu blic affairs,
for only in that way are they able to find w illing helpers i n
imposing their v ital demands - greater productivity, wage
freezes, no strikes - on the mass of the workers, who wou ld
otherwise turn a deaf ear to them. But not content with this
subservient role, the 'workers' ' bureaucracy has been try
ing to wrest a seat in the very centres of economic power, on
the boards of the increasingly important State industries,
the latest offspring of the capitalist system . As a result, the
workers' bureaucracy now consists of two strata : trade u nion
ists and managers of industry. Their short-term interests do
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not always coincide : the trade un ionists, u n l i ke the managers,
must preserve a semblance of concern witt, the proletariat, for
it is only inasmuch as they can claim to be 'representative' of
the workers that they have any power . However, their model
of society - State, property, planning, speci alist contro l of
the economy, a social h ierarchy based on ability, the subord ina
tion of man to the industrial machine, the i mprovement of
living conditions through the production of more consu mer
goods, State control of a l l social and cultural activities - does
not d iffer essentially from that of the econom i c bureaucracy.
And that is precisely why both branches of the bureaucracy,
i n France no less than abroad, have the same long-term in
terests as the bourgeoisie, and why the Communist Party of
France is so concerned w ith what it chooses to call the
'national interest'.
This explains why the Commun ist Party is unable to come
out w ith a real analysis of modern French capitalism, why
i t disgu ises the real issue with such red herrings as 'personal
power', 'a handful of multimillionaires' and other twaddle wh ich only serves to d isgu ise their commun ity of i nterest with
their so-called adversar ies. In point of fact, there i s noth ing
to d istingu ish the theses of the Communist Party from, say,
those of the Gaull ist Left, albeit the Party dism isses them as
utopian and confused . It does not fight them as such, but
simply argues that the Gau llist movement is incapable of i m 
plementi ng them, since i t is the Gaull ists' right and not the left
wing that has the greatest electoral appeal and hence the major
say.
But this is only part of the picture. The Commu nist Party,
which once represented the revolutionary consciousness of
the proletariat, has been subject to yet another process of de
generation : it has become a mere appendage of the Soviet
bureaucracy. In that role i t often comes i nto open confl ict
with the Social Democratic or Gau llist bureaucracies. Thus
when the interests of the Soviet bureaucrats clash with those
of their capital ist counterparts, the Communist Party will i n 
variably mob i l ize the workers agai nst the latter . Conversely,
once the Soviet bureaucracy has come to terms with the
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capital ists, the Party will go out of its way to cement this
agreement, and stop any working-class activity that m ight
jeopardize it. During periods of confl ict the Communist bureau
crats bandy about revolutionary phrases; during lulls they
invariably adopt a patriotic and reactionary tone. It is only by
grasping these two aspects of the Communist bureaucracy self-i nterest and subservience to the Soviet bureaucracy - that
we can hope to understand the pol itical vagaries of the French
Commu nist Party from its beginni ngs to our day.
It is its attachment to the Soviet bureaucracy that causes
the Commu nist Party of France to adopt an u ltra-nationalist
stance every so often, to be more patriotic than the patriots,
more flag-waving than even the Gaull ists, the better to deflect
the working class from its true objective - the struggle aga inst
the bourgeoisie and all forms of authority - and to mobilize
them against the Soviet bugbear of the moment, be it 'Revan
ch ist' Germany, American Imper ial ism, or 'personal power '.
It is th is double role that dictates their day-to- day attitudes
and language, and not some temporary aberration or
treachery, as so many good socialists still like to believe. The
Commun ist Party of France defends its own interests and only
betrays those who fail to understand that these interests are
not so much unpatriotic - and who could blame them for
that when the workers have no country? - as u nsocial ist.
Unfortunately, the Party's l inks with the Sov iet bureau 
cracy have yet another untoward result : they play directly
into the hands of bourgeois propagand ists . When dealing with
Stalin ist Russia, the capitali sts do not have to resort to l ies or
slander - they need only describe the 'social ist paradise' as i t
rea lly was : a country of purges, concentration camps, forced
col lectivization and po lice terror (Cheka, OGPU, NK VD,
or whatever the successive names of th is permanent i nstitu 
tion may be). There is not a Gaullist candidate, particularly i f
he is on the left o f the Party or even an ex-Trotskyist mil itant
like David Roussct, who does not labour this poi nt. As a resu lt,
the bourgeoisie has an easy time in dism issing all work ing-class
demands as so many attempts to set up a total itarian dictator
ship. Th is is precisely what the Gaull ists tried to do through1 72
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out the electoral cam paign. The Communist Party therefore
allied itself w ith the authorities in two ways, firstly by prevent
ing the struggle from assum ing revolutionary dimensions,
and secondly by perm itti ng the capital ists to ra ise the bug
bear of Stalinism.
It i s only because of i ts authentic revolutio nary origi ns,
because of memori es of what the Russian Revolu tion was be
fore it became transformed i nto a hi deous bureaucracy, that
the Communist Party of France has been able to keep its hold
on the French worki ng class. Even today the Pa rty continues
to publish the works of Marx and of Lenin and of other revo
lutionari es, even though these writings have ceased to have
any bearing on the Party's practical policies. It behaves like all
reformist bodies, plays the electoral game, adopts the practices
of bou rgeois democracy, is deeply i nvolved in the system, and
makes pacts of all sorts with capitali sts. It participates i n
local government while obeying the laws and principles of
i ts c lass enemi es; during elections, it speaks with a thousand
voices, defending small holdings when it addresses the pea
sants, petty trade when i t speaks to the shopkeepers, and call
i ng for better conditions i n the army when it speaks to the
soldiers . In short, the Party has a theory for p urely i nternal
consu mption, and an electoral policy for external use, and
the two cannot possi bly be reconci led. Now, while the electoral
policy has turned the Party into a 'big party', the theory helps
to prov ide Party activ ists with an ideology - this i s im portant
to them, for in that way alone can they feel superior to the
Social Democrats who differ from them only in overtly re
ject ing the M arx ist-Len i n ist line. In short, this u nsavoury
mixture of theoretical rectitude and electoral comprom ise
provides the Party itself with mil lions of voters, and its m i l i 
tants with a sense of purpose . This is the entire difference be
tween Stalin ist and Reformist organ izations, and expla ins why
Commu n ist mil itants can defend the same policies as the Soc i a l
Democrats, b u t with t h e added conviction that they alone are
working for the revolution. This fact alone expla i ns why the
Party was so violently hostile to the student movement, be
cause the M ay events brought the profound contradictions
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between the conviction of the mi litants and the policy of the
bureaucrats into the open. During relatively peacefu l periods 
deli berately fostered by the Party - reformist practices can
be justified by pointing to the impossibi lity of a truly revolu
tionary alternative, but how can this be done duri ng
revolutionary periods ? That is why the Party does its utmost to
ensure that no such situation arises, for only thus can it prevent
i ts own militants from becoming 'infected' w ith the Leftist
virus. During peaceful periods, the Party bureaucrats can afford
to dismiss Leftist propaganda as the ravings of splinter groups
with no i nfluence over the masses of workers. In other words
they can claim that the workers will not heed the r evolu
tionary message and that the Party therefore has every right
to disguise its 'true' revolutionary intentions. But this argu
ment no longer holds during general strikes, when the Leftist
message begins to 'bite' and rank-and-fi le Party m i litants
begin to realize that the workers are responding to the very
truths the Party has been at such pai ns to conceal from them.
No wonder then, that, in May 1 968 for i nstance, the Party
leaders were so bitter in their denunciations of Leftism! It also
explains their peculiar tactics against the Left; ostensibly stil l
members of a revolutionary and Leninist Party, they could
not attack Leftism for what it was, and so had perforce to re
sort to lies and calumny.
In fact, these calumnies were but weak echoes of what they
used to be only a few years ago . Indeed, the language of M ar
chais was so 'm ild' that we wonder why Leon M auvais, that
great expert on Left-wing deviationism, did not demand h i s
expulsion from the Party, just a s h e d i d i n the case of Andre
M arty, in 1 952. One of the complaints he voiced on that
occasion was that 'Andre Marty's attitude to the Party may be
gauged from the fact that, in the last report he sent to the
Politburo, he referred to Trotskyites not as "Trotskyite rabble"
or as "Trotskyite police spies", which is our habitual and natural
manner of referring to these individuals, but as the "Trotskyist
International" or even as a "Trotskyist party".' In other words,
the Communist Party 'habitually' smears Leftists (here Trot
skyists) as enemies of the working class . This smear would
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never stick were it not that the Communist rank and fi le, accus
tomed as they are to follow orders from the top, have gradually
been robbed of their critical faculties. Let us see how this hap
pens in practice, particu larly i n the Communist trade unions.
The Commun ist trade union bureacracy cannot, of course,
afford to use open violence against the workers whom, after
all, they are supposed to represent, but must wheedle them
i nto acti ng agai nst their own interests, for i nstance in calling
off a strike.
There are, admittedly, occasions when the trade union
bosses throw their normal caution to the wind and try to im
pose their will by force, bu t these are the exception: such
methods i nvariably recoi l and lose them th e support of large
numbers of m ilitants . Hence the bureaucrats prefer to save
their violence for i ndividuals whom they first iso late from the
mass of workers. For the rest they try to cow a l l opposi tion
with a whole armoury of tricks and ruses . These they can play
the more easi ly, as the workers are kept i n complete ignorance
of what is happening at the top .
N o t that t h e workers themselves fully accept th is situation.
I n periods o f i ndustrial peace, they simply stay away from
union meetings and take no i nterest in a policy that is o bviously
not tai lored to their needs, but dur i ng crises, they come up
directly agai nst the will of the bureaucracy. In fact, the class
struggle continues at all times and expresses i tself in a vari ety
of forms ranging from passive resistance to wi ldcat strikes
either against a particu lar employer or in sol idarity with other
workers. Now, once a group of workers wants to go on strike
they are expected to pass through the normal trade union
channels, and if the trade union does not approve - and it
rarely approves of any strike that i t has not called i tself - i t
w i l l try t o put u p every possi ble obstacle, with the resu lt that,
u nless m i llions of workers are determi ned to strike at one
time, the struggle remains purely local and generally fizzles out.
To frustrate a stri ke, all the bureaucracy need normally do is
to refuse to i ssue di rectives, and then sit back and watch it die.
I n a factory, the shop-steward faced with a demand for strike
action will accordi ngly do nothing at all, hoping for the pres1 75
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su re to subside. If it does not, he will eventually call a meeting
and adopt a completely passive attitude. This takes the
workers, who are accustomed to i nstructions from above, com
pletely by surprise and helps to shake those who are sti ll un
decided. ('The shop-steward is obviously not i nterested, so we
are bound to fai l .') If the 'rabid' elements sti ll persist, a secret
vote is called for, and such votes i nvariably favour the most
conservative elements. True, i n a police state, the secret vote
i s a guarantee of democracy, but among comrades all i t
guarantees i s anonymity for the weakli ngs.
G enerally, at this stage, the bureaucracy carries the day the workers do not feel strong enough to start a strike without
the support of their union . But i f even this tactic fails, the
bureaucrats have yet another card up their sleeve : they preach
defeatism and try to undermine the workers' morale.
To begin with, they will try the trusted old policy of divide
and rule: 'You may go on strike, but the rest won't fol low
you, despite all their promises. They are sure to leave you i n
the lurch.' Or : 'It's easy for you to go o n strike, but then you
don't have any chi ldren to feed . . . .' Or again: 'If you're so
keen on this strike, why weren't you i n the last one? ' One group
of workers is told that the rest have already gone back to
work when, in fact, they have not - a tactic that, as we saw,
proved most effective in breaking the stri ke of the Paris trans
port workers in June 1 968. And what real chance have the
workers of catching them out in time, when only the officials
have the right to enter other factor ies, to see for themselves?
Financial pressure i s brought to bear on the workers as well
- everyone knows that, just when they are most needed, the
solidarity funds are i nvariably at their lowest.
And once the workers have been brought to their knees by
all these manoeuvres, the blame is thrown on them .
I n fact, their demoralization is maintained by the bureau
crats who have a vested interest i n relegating the workers to
the role of mere puppets, a flock of trained sheep who bleat
when they are to ld to do so, and at no other time. Under no
circumstances must they be allowed to have any say i n the
affairs of 'thei r' trade unions.
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The shop-stewards, for example, who, in principle, are sup
posed to be links not only between workers and management
but a lso between workers and their trade unions, are, i n fact,
so many mouthpi eces for the bureaucracy . In their dealings
with their workers or the management, the shop-stewards never
take their orders directly from the workers but from their
trade union bosses. They are not chosen freely by the workers
from the most militant among their own ranks, but from a list
of names submitted by the union. It goes without saying that
those on the list are never put there for their revolutionary
ardour or for the trust thei r fellow-workers have i n them. Nor
do the candi dates necessari ly come from the shop floor they
are supposed to represent; some shops may have several shop
stewards while others have complete strangers or none at all.
This situation . gives the trade union the strictest control over
the shop-stewards, and prevents the workers from pressing
their own claims. I n effect, the shop-stewards represent their
u n ion rather than the workers.
S i nce h e does not represent them, and does not have to be
their spokesman, the shop-steward does not have to tell them
what has been agreed in the manager's office, let alone ask
their opinion before h e goes up.
And shou ld he be fool ish enough to go against the wishes
of the bureaucrats and consu lt the workers a l l the same, his
name i s certa i n to be absent from the list o f candi dates at
the next election.
The trade union bureaucrats take a simi larly high -handed
atti tude when it comes to the publication of factory magazi nes.
M ost of the articles are general propaganda for the current
po lici es of the CGT; for the rest they consist of ti tbits, inter
union di sputes, and personal recriminations. These papers i n
n o way represent the i nterests o r reflect the preoccupations
of the workers; at best they reflect the quarrels of their self
appoi nted leaders. Thus, whenever the workers take i ndepen
dent action, for example by striking, holding spontaneous
meetings, or by electing action committees, the factory press
passes over the matter in complete si lence. That is why a
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courage the workers to express their own views on their own
struggle and their own problems. We must create a workers'
press that will be something more than a mouthpiece of the
trade union bureaucracy.
It is during shop and factory meetings that the workers
make their wishes known most clearly, especially when such
meetings are called for the purpose of taking concrete acti o n .
Now since such meetings often arrive at conclusions that are
opposed to trade union policy, and since the shop-stewards
can rarely prevent them from being called, the leaders keep i n
reserve for such occasions a whole battery o f outside speakers
and demagogues, trade union specialists. Some of these men
are well-known public figures (which did not prevent the
R enault workers from booing Seguy), others are skilled poli
ticians who know how to 'handle the masses', that is, to brow
beat them . In the presence of such men, the workers generally
refuse to say anything; the meeting turns from a discussion
i nto a monologue, the more so as the hall is generally arranged
i n such a way as to make it more difficult for anyone but the
official speaker to make himself heard. The other 'officials' on
the p latform can add their bit whenever they feel l ike it, but
the worker i n the body of the hall must first get up and move
conspicuously and laboriously across the floor, before he can
have his say - if the chairman lets him, that i s . If he is known
as a 'trouble-maker' he wil l generally be called right at the
end or right at the beginning of the meeting, only to be cut
down by the professionals, and thi s in such scathing terms that
few others will care to carry on where he left off. And at the
earliest opportunity, the platform will generally see to it that
the original purpose of the meeting is forgotten and treat the
audience to a homily on general trade union policy .
But i t may happen that the speaker, eloquent though he is,
fails to carry the men with him. I n that case, the bureaucrats
will cal l for another meeting, thi s time at Union headquarters.
Now if the workers find it difficult enough to make themselves
heard on the shop floor, they get no chance at all when faced
with a whol e bevy of yes-men, loudly applauding the official
view, and shouting down any opposition. These meetings, more1 78
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over, take place after working hours, and many workers who
live far away, or have families, cannot attend.
With such tactics it i s not very difficult to engi neer
majorities, so it is imperative that the workers i nsist on hold
i ng a l l meetings at thei r place of work and preferably duri ng
working hours. Here the workers must feel free to speak their
mi nds, and the time al located to outsiders must be strictly
limited . As it is, at the least sign of trou ble, trade u nion pon
tiffs i nvade the factory and monopolize the time by mouthi ng
the same old platitudes, with the resu lt that the workers get
utterly bored and stay away - they have heard it all before. To
preserve a semblance o f democracy, the workers are often
asked to vote o n motions hastily read out after the meeting.
Now this they should never permit; they must i nsist that every
vote be preceded by a debate and that suffici ent advance notice
be given to a l low them to discuss it between themselves. M ore
over, they must be at li berty to scrutinize the resu lts, and also
see to it that resolutions runni ng counter to th e bureaucrats'
wishes do not get conveni ently forgotten, as happens only too
often. Thus, in April 1 95 3 , when the 4CV assembly shop at
Renault's went on strike, and all the other branches wanted
to come out in sympathy, the bureaucrats held a referendum
but kept the results to themselves. The i nference i s o bvious.
I n short, the trade unions have become completely al ienated
from the workers. As a result, the workers have also lost faith
not only in the trade unions, which they are fu lly justified to
do, but have grown sceptical of all working-class movements.
Now th is situation w i l l continue unti l such time as the
workers dec ide to take charge of their own destiny, until they
refuse to delegate their powers to any set of bureaucrats. The
workers' struggle agai nst the exploi ters is automatically a
struggle against the trade union bureaucracy, since the two in
variably work hand in glove - this, as I have tried to show,
became particu larly obvious duri ng May and June 1 96 8 . Inas
much as the struggle against capital ism and the State is a
struggle for freedom and self-government, i ts o bjectives can
clearly not be achieved with th e help of organizations whose
very structure is designed to thwart them . Hence, if the workers
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want to run society, they must first learn to fight their own
battles.
What happens if they do not is best shown by the role of the
French Communist Party and the CGT during these past thirty
years.
A particularly good i l lustration i s the Popular Front, an
alliance between Communists, Socia l Democrats and R adicals
in the name of anti-Fascism . It was u nder the Popular Front
that the Tricolour first made its appearance at Communist
demonstrations. In 1 934, the Soviet bureaucracy suddenly
realized that its sectarian disdain of 'other progressives' over
the past six years had been a serious error . Hitler's rise to
power posed a direct threat to the Soviet Union, and to avert
it, Stali n decided to ally himself with the We!stern democracies.
Accordingly, men who had been described as 'social traitors',
worse enemies of the working class than even the Fascists,
overnight became comrades, true friends who must not be
criticized under any circumstances. And i n fact, so successfu l
was this policy that the 'Left' won the French elections of
3 May 1 93 6 . Trade union un ity was also achieved in that year:
at the Congress of Toulouse held in March . Hence all the con
di tions the Communist Party th inks necessary for revolutionary
action even today were realized in 1 936: political unity of the
Left, u nity of the trade unions, electoral v ictory.
S imu ltaneously strikes broke out all over the country, and
i t was once again an aeroplane factory that the workers first
occu pied: Breguet in Le Havre. This particu lar stay - i n was
in protest against the dismissal of workers who had partici
pated in the May Day demonstration. The strikes spread
rapidly to Toulouse and Paris, and on 28 May, the entire car
industry came out. The strength of the movement may be
gathered from the fact that, on Whit-Sunday, 600,000 people
marched to the Mur des Federes, to pay homage to the heroes
of the 1 87 1 Commune. More and more workers now joined
the strike movement. On 4 June, the Left formed a new govern
ment under Leon Blum, leader of the Socialists. The Commu
nist Party itself did not join the government but gave it ful l
support. As for their attitude t o the strikes, we c a n d o n o
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better than quote M ontreu il : 'Direct observation enables me
to define the part played by the trade unions i n thi s strike.
M ost of them neither desired nor called th is str i ke, in fu ll
accord with th e deci sions taken at the recent Congress of
Tou louse . It would seem that the leading militants misjudged
the strength of the rising tide. This movement was born i n the
mysterious depths o f the labouring masses.'
'Mysteri ous' only to the Social Democratic h istorian Lefranc,
alias Montreui l . In any case, there was no mystery as to the
manner i n which the trade un ions once agai n tri ed to steer
the str i ke i nto safer channels .
'We have seen,' wrote M archais, 'how t h e trade union
leaders, more prudent than their men, were able to restrain
them dur ing the turbulent days of 1 93 6 .' And Lefranc once
more: 'The Trade U nion Movement was a powerful force for
order.' How right h e was is borne out by the fact that the
largest number o f workers came out in those i ndustri es where
trade u n ion membersh ip was lowest: fou ndri es, 4 per cent
membersh ip; texti les, 5 per cent; food i ndustry, 3 per cent. By
contrast, the rai lways, with a 22 per cent trade union member
sh i p; the Post Office, w ith 44 per cent; the civ i l service, w i th
3 6 per cent; and the teachers, with 44 per cent, played a very
small part i n the strikes. On 7 June, the employers, the govern
ment and the trade uni ons met and signed the Matignon agree
ment. I t prov ided for ( I ) wage i ncreases of from 7 per cent to
1 5 per cent; (2) collective bargaining; (3) trade union repre
sentation in all factories; (4) the election of shop-stewards.
The government added two weeks of hol iday with pay and a
forty- hour week .
But, as i n 1 968, the stri kes did not stop, and the CGT began
to cajol e the workers. 'The CGT representatives explai ned to
R ichemond, representi ng the employers: "We promise to do
a l l we can, but faced with a tide like the present, the best
thing we can do i s to give it time to subside. Perhaps now you
w i l l realize your m istake i n r idding your factories of trade
union m i l itants during the years of depression and unemploy
ment. There is no one left with enough authori ty to get the
comrades to take orders. " And I can sti ll see R ichemond, who
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was sitting on my left, lower his head and say: "I agree, we've
made a terrible mistake" ' (Leon Blum) .
From the beginning of the 1 93 6 strike wave, the Trotskyists,
the Anarchists, the Revolutionary Syndicalists, and M arceau
Pivert's Social Revolutionaries, grasped the revolutionary
potential of the situation. 'Everything i s possible,' M arceau
Pivert wrote on 24 May . 'What the collective consciousness of
millions and millions of men and women cries out for i s a
radical and speedy transformation of the political and
economic situation . . . The masses are much more advanced
than people think . . . They expect a great deal; they are not
content with the i nsipid brew as of camomile tea which i s
being dished u p to them . . . No, what they want i s deep sur
gery, for they know that capitalist society is mortally sick . . .'
No wonder that the Communists denounced the Left as the
worst enemy of the working class, and that the government,
with the full support of the Party, banned the Trotskyist Lutte
communiste .
On 1 1 June, Maurice Thorez told a meeting i n the Jean Jaures
H igh School: 'You have to know how to stop a strike once all
the claims have been met. You must even know how to com
promise over some of the less essential claims which have not
yet been met. You can't always have your cake and eat it.'
And from the moment they entered the Popular Front, the
Communists even di scouraged all attempts to broach the sub
ject of nationalization; i ndeed they opposed Leon Blum's
SFIO, which i ncluded nationalization i n i ts election pro
gramme, on the grounds that the conditions were not yet ripe.
Frachon had this to say in L'Humanite of 1 7 January 1 93 6 :
'To claim that i t [nationalization] i s a simple matter, a basic
demand that must be met, is merely to raise false hopes among
the workers.' In fact, the only concern of the Communist Party
was not to annoy the bourgeoi sie, lest i t jeopardize the Laval
Stalin pact of 1 93 5 . The interests of the Soviet bureaucracy
come before the i nterests of the workers at all times. Hence
the address sent by the Central Committee of the Party to Presi
dent Daladier on the eve of the Radical Congress at Biarritz
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portant a role i n the history of the Third Republic, can rightly
pride itself on i ts close links with the French middle classes
. . . The workers, so proud of their skil l s and so magnificent
i n their professional dignity, have every desir e to make com
mon cause with the peasants, whose rude labour has done so
much to make France the great country she i s, and with the
m iddle classes, which embody the magnificent qualiti es of
labour and thrift. Like you, we think that public order is i n
dispensa ble . . . Public order demands respect for the law, and
that is why we are all agreed in insisting that the laws be
respected by all, no less than private property, the fruit of
labour and of thrift . . . All we desire for our country i s order
and prosperity . . . W e want a future i nspired by the g lorious
traditions of the past a nd we are in no way upset when we are
reproached for . . . having restored the M arsei l laise to i ts o l d
popularity .'
The same i nsistence on order, respect for private property
and nationalism was persistently sounded in L' Humanite,
which kept congratulati ng i tself on its part in cementing
national unity . Thus Paul Vaillant-Couturier wrote i n the i ssue
of I I July I 93 6 : ' Our party has not fallen from the sky, but
stands firmly rooted in the soi l of France. The names of our
leading fighters have strong and deep links with our land; we
follow i n the footsteps of history. The reason why our mes
sage is so well received by the people . . . i s because i t calls to
something deep within them, something specifically French . . .
I n a . country so strongly, and sometimes so dangerously, in
dividualistic as ours, a sense of discipline and love of order are
badly needed to restore balance and proportion. Our party,
by i ts deep attachment to moral and cultural values . . . by its
good sense, i ts exaltati on of labour, and its love of clarity, has
earned its r ightful place i n the eternal life of France.'
No journal of the Right, or even of the extreme R ight, could
have said it better. And this is the kind of prose a 'proletarian'
Party sees fi t to hurl at the working class, this i s the Leni nism
o f Stalin and Thorez!
And what was the upshot o f all their co llaboration with the
class enemy ? In June I 937, Blum resigned. On I January I 93 8 ,
183

Stalinist Bureaucracy and the Class Struggle i n France
prices went up by 50 per cent (index based on 1 3 househo ld
articles) or 48 per cent (index based on 29 food products).
Moreover, by i ts policy of non-intervention, the French
Popular Front had allowed the Spanish R evolution to be
crushed . Strikes broke out almost everywhere, once again
against the wishes of the CGT, but this time without their old
defiant spiri t . As an observer, J . P. M axence, put it: 'They no
longer had the same drive [as in 1 936], no longer the same sense
of purpose. Gone was the old unanimity, the old elan, the good
humour, the readiness to brave all legal sanctions. In a space
of six months, the spirit of the working class had been weak
ened, and crushed .'
And so the Chamber, which sti ll had a Leftist majority of
thirty-six, went on to approve of the Munich agreement and,
in 1 940, meekly handed itself over to M arshal Petain. That i s
what happens when the working class i s diverted from its true
path, when it is forced to make 'reasonable' compromises, when
i t is misled i nto thinking that capitalism is a reliable ally
against, and not the mainspring of, Fascism and war. In 1 93 6,
before the strikes, the M etal Workers' Union had a member
ship of only 50,000 and the strike was general. Afterwards, the
membership rose to 775 ,000, but four years later, in M ay 1 940,
it dropped to a mere 30,000. Th is reflects the rise and fall of
just one working-class organization under the tutelage of
Social Democratic and Communist bureaucrats.
As for the Communists, their policies, or rather their tech
nique of blowing hot and cold by turns, continue to this day .
Much as the Popular Front policy was determined by the
Laval-Stalin pact, and the consequent rapprochement between
the Soviet and the Western bourgeois democracies, so Com
munist policy i n 1 939-41 was determined by the Hitler-Stalin
pact which came like a thunderbolt from out of the blue. For
years, the Party had inveighed against G ermany with chauvin
i stic ardour; now the declared enemy was once again the
French bourgeoisie and Anglo-Saxon imperialism. The war
which had been brewing for years was no longer the battle of
democracy against Fascism, but an imperialist war i n which
the workers had no stake. If this had been the language i n
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1 936, at a time when the workers held the factories, then, yes,
it would have been revo lutionary, and the who le h istory, not
only of France, but of Europe, might have taken a different
course. But coming when it did, it was merely a cheap means
of whi tewashing the Hitl er pact, and anything but revo luti o nary .
Not surprising ly , the very nationalism the Party had
preached so enthusiastically now rebou nded on i ts own head.
In 1 939, the CGT, or rather what was left of it, once again
spli t i nto two, one section rallying to the support of the bour
geoisie as it had done in 1 9 14, the other to the support of the
Sovi et bureaucracy . Then, after the collapse of France, when
the bourgeoisie i tself split into two factions, one behind Petain
and Germany, and the other behind General de Gaulle and
French nationalism, the Communists concentrated all their fire
on de Gau lle, that 'agent of the London Bankers'. According
to a Party proclamation: 'The nation does not wish to see
France a slave of Briti sh Imperialism.' In January 1 94 1 , de
Gaulle was sti l l 'the ally of the reactionary English government
of lords and bankers' . I do not quote these attacks on de Gaulle
with indignation, because they were perfectly correct in them
selves, but si mply to show that, i nstead of directing its venom
at the bourgeo isie as a whole, i .e. against Peta in and de Gaulle,
the Party singled out one and conveniently forgot the other and,
i ncidental ly, the horrors of G erman Fascism . I ndeed, such was
the logic of thei r positi on that they felt entitled to peti tion
the G erman au thorities for perm i SSIOn to re-pu blish
L'Humanite . And i t was not until after June 1 94 1 , i .e . after
Hitler attacked the U .S .S . R ., that the Commu ni sts joi ned the
French R esistance. Then, suddenly, de Gaulle was no longer
an agent of Anglo·Saxon imperialism, but an ally in the great
struggle of Democracy (with a capital D) agai nst Fascism
(with a capital F). Once again chauvinism was the order of the
day, with such slogans as 'Kill yourself a Bache today' . Thi s
was a time when the Party denounced, even deli vered over to
the G estapo, a host of Leftists who refused to be drawn i nto
the struggle. This was also th e epoch when nu merous French
i ntellectuals joi ned the Communist Party, and when thousands
of workers who refused to do labour service in G ermany
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joined the Communist Resistance, so that the Party recovered
part of the strength it had lost i n 1 939-41 . M oreover, the
prestige of the Communist Resistance, the title of 'Party of
M artyrs', the renown of the 'glorious Soviet armies' brought
the Communists hundreds of thousands of new sympathizers,
who hoped not only to see the end of the war but also a radical
change in society. The strength of the Party was reflected by
the slogan 'Towards the M illionth M ember' . In 1 945, the Party
received five million votes and could send 1 6 1 deputies to the
Chamber; the bourgeoisie, compromised by i ts collaboration
with the enemy, was weak as never before . Moreover, the
workers were armed, and ready to impose their will. But noth
i ng at all happened, nothing changed, except that the Com
munist Party was i n the government, that Thorez was Vice
Premier, Croizat Mi nister of Labour, Tillon Minister of Avia
tion . A coalition government with the SFIO, the MRP, and
General de Gaulle! The explanation of this new bit of class
col laboration was found in the Yalta and Potsdam agreements
by which the world had been shared out between the Ameri
cans, now the dominant capitalist country, and the Stali nist
bureaucracy. All Communist parties in the West were ex
pected to ensure that nothing happened to upset the new apple
cart. Thorez disarmed the workers' m i litia and told the Ivry
Central Commi ttee on 21 January 1 945 that the Party favoured
'one state, one army, one police'. This was the time when the
notorious CRS first saw the light of day, fathered by a
Socialist M i nister, blessed by a Communist Vice-Premier, and
hugged to the bosom of General de Gaulle. The reconstruc
tion of the national (read capitalist) economy became the chi ef
p lank i n the new Communist platform, and the call for social
ism was whittled down i nto a cal l for the nationalization of
iso lated sectors of the economy. 'Productivity, higher produc
tivity and stil l higher productivity, that is your highest class
duty,' Thorez told a miners' meeting in Waziers on 21 July
1 945 . In the same speech he also said : 'It is quite true that we
alone, we Communists, had the authority to end the strikes i n
June 1 93 6, that we alone had the authority to say five months
ago : "Let us put an end to the silly civil-war game! " ' It was
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a Communist M i nister who i ntroduced all sorts of i ncentives
to force the workers to i ncrease production. And Comrade
Duguet told the 1 946 CGT Congress that stri kes were o f
benefit o n l y t o t h e trusts - t h e latest theoretical di scovery of
M arxism-Leninism-Stali nism! Fraternally united w ith the
Social Democrats, the Commun ists put all the pressur e they
could o n the prol etar iat.
The year 1 945 also saw the beg inning of the colonial
struggle. On the subject of the u prising in Seti f (Algeria) Leon
Fa ix, the great Party specialist on colon ial questions, came
out with the fo l lowing pronouncement : 'It i s highly significant
that the chief tool s o f the colonial oppressors should be the
MTLD ( M ovement for the Triumph of Democratic L iberties)
and the PPA (Algerian Popular Party) under M essali Hadj and
his thugs, who now clamour so loudly for i n dependence but
did nothing and said nothing when France was u nder the heel
of the Nazis. These troublemakers ought to be taught a l esson
they w i l l not forget' (L'Humanite, 1 2 M ay 1 945) . Faix's voice
was heard : 40,000 Algerians died u nder the bombs o f the
French Air Force on th e orders of the Communist Charles
Tillon.
But even while the Communists were able to teach the
Algerian workers a lesson, the French workers, exhausted by
their productive effort and lack o f food, and disillusioned by
the whole post-war political scene, dri fted away i n increasing
nu mbers, not only from the Party but also from the CGT.
The year 1 947 hastened this process even further. In April, a
strike broke out i n the very bastion of the U n i ted M etal
Workers, in Renau lt- B i l lancourt, and hard though the Stalin
i st b ureaucracy tried to break th e strike by calumnies and
violence, the workers stood firm . Then, on th e night o f 30
April, the Party bosses did one of their perennial quick change
acts : u nable to smash the strike from w ithout, they decided
to lead it and exhaust it from with in. They were even pre
pared to pay a h igh price : they left the government and cal led
for an end to the wage freeze. But their basic pu rpose was
still to end the str i ke and, above all, to stop i t from spreading
further . On 2 6 November, while the Co ld War had already
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begun, La Vie Ouvriere, the organ of the CGT, sti ll saw fit to
proclaim : 'It is a fact that for the past two and a half years,
France has been the capitalist country with the least number
of strikes. The reason is quite simple. The workers don't
strike for fun . When their claims are met, they are qu ite con
tent to go on working . That is precisely what happened i n
1 945-1 946, when Croizat and other Commu nists were M i n 
isters.'
And since the capitalist system is able to meet all the claims
of the working class (another great Marx ist-Leninist dis
covery, this!), provided only a handful of Communists are i n
the Cabinet, why bother about socialism? And what was it but
sheer ingratitude that could have made the Renault workers
go on strike under these circumstances? Clearly they had been
egged on by Left adventurists, the same people who were
causing so much trouble in Algeria, no doubt on the orders
of the white reactionaries, the colons.
But i t was once again a change in the international situation,
and not the discontent of the workers, that caused the Com
munist Party to change its strategy. On 1 2 March 1 947, Presi
dent Truman presented the U .S. Congress with the famous
doctrine that bears h is name. The United States wou ld help
all countries threatened by and anxious to resist armed
mi nor ities. On 5 June 1 947, General Marshall, speaking at
Harvard, put forward his plan for the rehab ilitation of war
shattered Europe. On 27 June, Bevin, Bidot and Molotov
met in Paris to decide what precisely Europe was in need of.
Mo lotov warned - as Bevin duly reported to the House of
Commons while Bidot said nothing at all - that i f American
aid were accepted there would be a complete spl it between
East and West. In September of that year, Communist parties
from all over Europe assembled in Warsaw, founded the
Cominform, a bastardized substitute for the Third Inter
nationa l which had been dissolved by Moscow during the war.
Zhdanov used the opportunity to present the assembled dele
gates with a new Tables of the Law, appropriate to a world
divided into two blocs . He rounded on th e French Com
munist Party for its participation in the government when i n
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fact it had done no more than apply the old M oscow line. On
their return home, the French delegates immediately tri ed to
repa ir the damage. They not only produced a new i deology
but, what was far more d i fficult, withdrew from the govern
ment, national and prov incial, and from their cushy jobs in
the nati onal ized i ndustri es, which they had enjoyed since 1 945 .
In this, they were greatly helped by the new wave of stri kes that
swept France in November-December 1 947 . On 1 0 November,
the M arseilles branch of the Commu n ist Party organized a
demonstration agai nst the r ise i n tram fares. Five demon
strators were arrested, and sentenced to twelve months' im
prisonment each. The enraged workers massed outsi de the
court, smashed through the barriers, and were plainly in an
ugly mood. The CRS was called i n but refused to march
against the demonstrators (present-day members of the CRS
please note) .
The M ayor, a member of the RPF (a precursor of the Gaul
l ist Party), was wounded. Throughout the night there were
fights between RPF su pporters and the workers, in the course
o f which one young Commu nist was kil led. Clearly, when i t
comes t o acting i n th e interests of the Sov iet bureaucracy, the
Communist Party fears neither violence nor 'provocation'. By
next morn i ng M arseil les was in the throes o f a general strike.
Working -class resentment was also i ntense in the Northern
coll ieries. Driven l ike slaves by the G ermans and their
French henchmen th roughout the war, the mi ners had hoped
that after the L i bera tion, conditions wou ld greatly i mprove
and, in particu lar, that they wou ld be al lowed to return to
their old custom of work ing col lectively and shar ing their pay.
Their tradition was one of mutual aid, social justice and sol i 
darity. B u t n o t o n l y h a d the French slave drivers been kept o n ,
but Thorez h i mself had come t o address t h e m iners o n the
advantages of 'i ndividual work', and of competing w i th one
another in separate seams in the mines. All this had delighted
the former managers, who had been shaking i n their boots,
certai n that the day of retribution was near. Hence the man
agers went out o f their way to p lease their new masters :
trade u nion ists and poli ticians who had j umped u p from no1 89
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where after the nationalization of the mines. Now it was only
when one of these newcomers, the Communist boss of the
M i neworkers' U nion, Delfosse, was dismissed by Pierre
Lacoste, the new M inister of Production, from his post in the
Mine Board - to which he had been appointed by the former
M inister - that the Communist Party saw fit to do what it had
not done on behalf of the sorely oppressed miners - it called
for a strike. By 1 7 November one-third of the workers was
out.
In Paris, some hundred-thousand metal-workers came out
on 19 November. I n the CGT, Communists and Reform ists
were at loggerheads. The latter fought against the 'pol iticiza
tion' of the trade u nions, i .e. against their being made i nstru
ments of Communist policy, and when the Communists used
the twenty trade u nions u nder their control to form a nat
ional strike committee, led by Frachon, the Social Democrats
thought it was high time to break away.
From 29 November to 9 December, the strikes became more
and more v iolent. During the night of 2 December, the Paris
Arras train was derailed - the rails had been torn u p over a
distance of some twenty-five yards, al)d sixteen people were
killed. 'Fascist provocation', L'J-/uman ite wrote; 'Commun ist
sabotage', replied the Right. The government prepared to
clear the miners out of the northern collieries, and the workers
put up a bitter resistance. Then, quite suddenly, on 9 Decem·
ber, the National Strike Committee ordered the str ike to end.
Why had they called i t in the first i nstance? Some have a lleged
that it was part of a serious attempt to seize power, but one
who ought to know best, Ju les Mach, the then M i nister of
the Interior, told British and American journalists o n
1 8 February: ' Were the strikes a sign of a n i nsurrectionist
movement? I, for one, do not think so. The documents i n our
possession show that the Communist tactics were much more
subtle than that. They had orders to cause trouble in all areas
benefiting from American aid, but not to prepare for a Revo
lution.' In effect, as Frachon declared in L'Humanite o n
7 December, 'the CGT never gave the order for a general
strike'. And, i ndeed, they pitched their demands very low. I n
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short, they did not so much want to embarrass the govern
ment, as s imply to show that no government could fu nction
without them. At the same time they tried to tip off the Am
erican senators, who had come to study condi t ions on the
spot, that they were about to waste their preci ous aid o n a
country that was i n danger of becoming Communist . The
Social Democrats, for their part, stepped u p repressive
measures against the workers to show the Americans that
no such danger existed, and there was, in fact, a power
fu l 'third force' - neither Commu nist nor Gaullist. In the
event, Ju les M och and the Atlantic all iance triumphed . As
for the workers, they had once again been pawns i n a power
struggle between East and West - nobody gave a damn
for their real interests. And when, in 1 948, the trade-union
movement spl i t up i nto the pro-American FO and the pro
Sovi et CGT, the workers withdrew from both in increasing
numbers.
O n the i nternational scene, the years 1 947 and 1 948 saw the
conso lidation of capital ist power in the West and of b ureau
cratic power i n the East. M uch as the Communists were
thrown out of the French government, so the Social Demo
crats were kicked out of Prague (in March 1 948) . At about the
same time the G reek partisans were subdued with American
help. The rift between the two blocs was practically com
plete, and although the Sov iet bureaucracy had powerful
allies i n the Commun ist parties of the West, it was harassed by
div isions and splits among its own satellites, wh ich culminated
i n Stalin's open break with Tito . After G ermany Korea was
cut r ight through the m iddle. The Cold War had begun to hot
up. Fro m 1 947 to 1 952, the French Commu nist Party led
the nation i nto a host of anti - American battles, but since i t
tried to carry a l l sections o f the population with i t and
fought under the banner of 'national i ndependence', i t avo ided
causi ng a ny embarrassment to the patriotic bosses. I n other
words, the Commun ist Party took a very hard line on i nter
national politics and a very soft one when i t came to the
demands of the working class. As a resu lt, i ts numbers
dwindled even further, so much so that when Duclos was
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arrested during demonstrations against U .S. interventi on i n
Korea, the workers barely raised a voice i n protest.
Yet as the Cold War continued, both sides realized that the
workers wou ld not stand for another world war and the in
creased exploitation i t woul d have entailed, and accordingly
tried to arrive at some sort of settlement. The 'thaw' began
with the end of the Korean conflict. The year 1 953 brought
the uprising of the workers in East Berlin, and a new, almost
general , wave of strikes in France - workers i n the East and
in the West al ike were affirming their i ndependence. In France,
the 1 953 strikes were quite spontaneous and, once agai n, had
the trade-union bu reaucrats hopping mad. And once again
they succeeded in squashing them . But what they fa iled to
squash was the workers' growing conscious ness of their own
strength, a consciousness that culminated in the explosive
events of M ay I June 1 968.
In 1 956, the rift between the workers and the Party bureau 
cracy was widened stil l further . The year had begun with the
election victory of the Left, which had promised to put an end
to the Algerian war . But the war not only continued; it was in
tensified . Guy Mollet was greeted with a shower of tomatoes
in Algeria and capitulated to the colons. The Communist
Party nevertheless saw fit to vote him special powers, i n order
to strengthen his hand against - the R ight (sic ! ) . As a resu lt,
opposition to the war, rife throughout France, had to be or
ganized by the people themselves, and came to a head when a
group of conscripts about to be packed off to Algeria barri
caded themselves in, and later stopped the trains by constantly
pulling the communication cords. The Communist Party
washed its hands of the whole issue . On the one hand it did
not want to break with the Social Democrats and so was pre
pared to sacrifice the Algerians together w ith the rebellious
conscripts; on the other hand i t was sti l l opposed to the i n 
dependence of Algeria and called for a 'true partnership with
France' as a means of preventing Algeria from fal ling into the
hands of the American Imperial ists. Needless to say, a l l this
did was to strengthen the hand of French imperial ism, so
much so that even the 'old guard' Commun ists began to
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grumble. Communist students, teachers, and workers em
braced the cause of Algerian freedom - and not just the sham
peace propagated by the Party leadership - in i ncreasing
numbers.
The war in Algeria was thus not only a factor in increasing
political consciousness in general , but it also convi nced the
militant Left that it could not rely on either the Communist
or the Social Democrat bureaucracy . This point was driven
further home to them by the Suez adventure and the Hun
garian uprising - both i n 1 95 6 . At th is, yet another crisis
gripped the French Communist Party, and a new wave of
militants broke away. The Party sank to a new low in other
ways as well; a case in point was Andre Still's editorial in
L'Hwnanite entitled 'Budapest smiles'.
The revolutionary Left was greatly strengthened by these
events; thei r attacks on Stalinism helped to 'resuscitate'
Trotsky, so much so that French publ ishers suddenly fell over
themselves to publ ish his writings.
From 1 956 to 1 968, these Leftist groups continuously grew
in strength and, in particular, succeeded in capturing the im
agi nati on of university stu dents . For some years the Com
munist Student Union ( UEC) had been torn by bitter struggles
between those toei ng th e official Party line, th e pro-Italians,
the pro -Chinese and the Trotskyists. The Central Executive
of the Party realized that i f these arguments were a l lowed to
go on, the general membersh ip might become contam inated,
and so k icked out all opposition in the UEC, reducing "i t to
a corpse. As a resu lt, the Lefti sts grew considerably i n
strength . T h i s trend was reflected within t h e Party itself,
which lost a great deal of its national influence to the Leftist
opposi tion. In fact, both the students and the workers bene
fi ted in equal m easure, for the wan ing of bureaucratic control
is a necessary (though not a suffici ent) condition for all revo
lutionary activity. The i nfluence and power of the Communist
Party are i nversely proportional to the infl u ence and force of
a truly revo lutionary movement. The Party i tsel f, of course,
refused to admit all this, the more so as it cou ld sti l l rely on
m i l l ions of votes at the polls. It forgot that these votes were
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only on paper, and that it no longer enjoyed the active support
of the workers . They had ceased to believe that anyone the
Party described as an Anarcho-H itlero-Trotskyite was an
enemy of the working class, and no longer hounded h im as
they had done in 1 945. Nor did they any longer assemble i n
their thousands as soon as some Fascist smashed a w indow of
L'Humanite .
Today the workers feel free to challenge the bureaucracy
openly i n their factori es, and though they may meet v iolent
resistance from the bureaucrats themselves, they need no
longer fear that their own comrades will cold-shoulder them.
They now realize that there i s little to choose between the
Communists and the Social Democrats or the Gaullists which i s why they were so apathetic when G eneral de Gaulle
took power i n 1 95 8 . Aware that the leaders i n whom they had
trusted for so long had led them up the garden path, the
workers had no wish to defend a sham Republic that had
served them so badly. Hence they left it to the bureaucrats to
bemoan the death of 'true parliamentary democracy'.
For the next ten years, from 1 958 to 1 968, the G au llist and
Communist bureaucracies put up a pretence of being op
posed to each other; the May events forced them to drop even
that. True, in their joint efforts to stop the strike and to hold
elections, they again tried to present themselves as real alter
natives to the voters. At the time they succeeded, but how
much longer will the masses allow the wool to be pulled over
their eyes?
In May, the French workers briefly defeated the authorities,
by-passing their political and trade-union bureaucracies, much
as the Russian workers by-passed the M ensheviks i n 1 9 1 7 .
This took the Russians six months, from February to Octo
ber, during all of which time they had their own soviets and,
unli ke the French, were not held back by Party and trade·
union bosses. The enemy today is much stronger, not because
of his tanks and guns, but because he has powerfu l allies i n
the workers' own camp. This was proved in Paris i n 1 968 n o
l ess clearly than i n Budapest i n 1 956.
The realization that hundreds of thousands of others have
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had i dentical experi ences may help to overcome the apathy of
the many workers who have begun to see through their
bureaucratic 'leaders', but, feeling iso lated, dare not oppose
them . M oreover, many who have felt it beyond their power to
do battle against the bourgeoisie as well as agai nst their own
bureaucrats, now realize that they are stronger than they
thought.
Channelling the new-found strength i nto a trul y revolu
t i'o nary movement calls for a re-exam ination of the funda
mental goals o f socialism and for a re-alignment of the forces
capable of ach ieving them .

IV

The Strategy and Nature
of Bolshevisn1

1 . Introduction

O f the many characteristic features of the events o f May and
June, one, I th ink, deserves particular attention : the structure
of the revolutionary student and workers' organ izations, or
rather orga nisms. From the very start, the 22 March M ove
ment made no distinction between l eaders and led - all deci
sions were ta ken in general assembly, and all reports by the
various study commi ssions had to be referred back to it as
wel l . Th is not only set a valuable example for the rank and file
comm ittees in the factories and Action Committees in the
streets, but poi nted th e way to the future, show ing how society
can be run by a l l and for the benefit of a l l . I n particu lar, the end
of the division between leaders and led i n our movement
reflected the wish to abolish this division i n the process of pro
ductio n . Direct democracy impl ies direct management. Hence,
though the 22 M arch M ovement at first included a number
o f convi nced Bolshevi ks, Trotskyists and Maoists, its v ery
structure was opposed to the Bolshevik conception of a pro
letarian vanguard. Small wonder then that quite a few Trot
skyist groups such as the FER, eventually left the movement,
while those who stayed beh ind did so as an expedient, in the
hope of using the movement to strengthen their own organiza
tion. In May and June, there were several attempts to establish
the 'true revo luti onary party', which the working class 'so sadly
lacked', and when all of them came to noth ing th e i nevitable
cry went up from the far- left press that the workers' struggle was
doomed to fai lure - only an authentic Bolshev ik party could
lead it to vi ctory. Thus the Lulie ou vriere drew this l esson in its
special August issue: 'Everyone knows it, and the revolutionaries
among us say so confidently to the Gaul lists: despite your
electoral vi ctory, M ay and June were only a beginning.
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'But it is not enough simply to proclaim our determination
to continue the struggle; to bring it to a successful conclusion,
we must draw the lessons of the past, and one of the chief les
sons this spring has taught us is the need for a revolutionary
party. Now this is no new discovery, and revolutionaries who
have remained fai thful to the Bolshevik tradition have been
proclaiming it for decades. But during the past few months,
this problem has been posed in an i nfinitely more urgent and
concrete manner .'
Now si nce these good Bolsheviks also realized that the be
haviour of the French Commu nist Party has caused many good
revo lutionaries to turn their backs on every type of central
ized and disciplined organ ization, they went on to declare :
'The Communist Party of France is a centralized and disci
pl inary party. Its centralism and discipline are precisely what
makes it so efficient . Young revolutionaries are gravely mis
taken in thinking that, because the Commun ist Party i s cen
tralized, it must necessarily play a counter-revolutionary role.'
And further on : 'Because the main movement has been spon
taneous and because i ts principal adversary has been a central
ized party, one must not draw any rash conclusions, throwing
out the baby with the bath-water, and claim that spontaneity
alone is capable of advancing the workers' movement.' And
after an analysis of all the possi bi lities that th e events of M ay
and June opened up, La Lutte ou vriere continued: 'Two fac
tors would have permi tted the accomplishment of our task.
The first is a higher degree of spontaneous class consciousness
. . . the second is a revolutionary party . . . The role of the
party . . . is to guide the struggle of the workers not only by
defining their correct objectives but also, and above all, by
showing at each stage of the struggle, at each new step for
ward, the path that leads straight to that objective. The need
for a revolutionary party is not a new lesson we have to learn.
The entire history of the workers' movement, of its victories
and defeats, from the Paris Commune to the October Revolu
tion, bear wi tness to th is need .' Now this has been the constant
theme of all Bolshevik writers. Thus Trotsky in his preface to
a hi story of the 1 87 1 Commune wrote : 'Once i n power, the
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Commune should have completely reorganized the Nati onal
G uard, put rel iable men i n charge and imposed strict d isci
pline. The Commune failed to do so because it was itself i n
need o f a strong revolutionary leadersh ip. Hence it was crushed .
In fact, as we page through the h istory of the Commune, one
conclusion is i nescapable : the party needed a firm command.
Those who fought i n 1 8 7 1 did not lack heroism; what they
lacked was singleness of purpose and a centralized leadership
- and that i s precisely why they were beaten.' The same atti
tude was adopted by Trotsky's d isciples after the Hungarian
Revolution o f 1 95 6 and, as we shall see, also in connexion with
the events of M ay-June 1 968. Conversely, they argue that
the R ussian R evolution succeeded because it had a strong
Bolshev i k party.
Hence any attempt to u nderstand the present strategy of
the Communists and Trotskyists and to prescribe the neces
sary antidote must necessari ly i nvolve an analysis of the Rus
sian R evolution, the major attempt to translate their i deology
i nto practice.
Now, in what follows we shal l try to show that, far from
leading the R ussian R evolution forwards, the Bolsheviks were
responsible for holding back the struggle of the masses be
tween February and October 1 9 1 7, and later for turning the
revolution into a bureaucratic coun ter-revolution - i n both
cases because o f the party's very nature, structure and ideology.
For the role o f the Bolsheviks during the R ussian Revolu
tion, I shal l largely rely on Yvon Bourdet's excellent analysis :
'The R evolutionary Party and the Spontaneity of the M asses'
as published in the journal Noir et rouge; for its role during
1 9 1 7- 1 92 1 , I shall refer to the notes compiled by the British
Solidarity M ovement and accompanying their translation of
Alexandra Kollontai's The Roots of the Workers' Opposition .*
* P u b lished by Solid arity, c j o H. R usse l l , 53 a Westmoreland R oad
Bromley, Kent.
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2 . The Role of the Bo1shevik Party
during the Russian Revolution

On reading Trotsky's History of the Russian Revolution we
are struck by a fundamental contradiction : as an honest his
torian h e shows us j ust how much the Party lagged behind
the masses, and as a Bolshevik theorist he must reaffirm that
the Party was necessary for the success of the revolution. Thus
h e writes : 'The soldiers lagged behind the shop committees.
The comm ittees lagged beh ind the masses . . . The party also
lagged behind the revolutionary dynamic - an organ ization
wh ich had the least right to lag, especially in a time o f revolu
tion . . . The most revolutionary party which human h istory
u ntil this time had ever known was nevertheless caught un·
awares by the events of history. It reconstructed i tself i n the
fires, and straightened out i ts ranks under the onslaught of
events . The masses at the tu rning point were a hundred times
to the left of the extreme left party.' (History of the
Russian Re volution , * Volume I, 403 f .)
This passage alone should suffice to destroy the myth of th e
Bolshevi k Party as the revolutionary vanguard of the prole
tariat. Its ' lagging beh ind' was patent even during the first
days of February I 9 1 7
the overthrow of the Czar and the
creation of workers' councils, were the work of the masses
themselves. In this connexion Trotsky quotes M stislavsky (a
leader of the left wing of the Social Revolutionaries who sub
sequently went over to the Bolsheviks) as saying: 'The revolu
tion caught us napping, the party people of those days, like
the foolish virg ins of the Bible.' To which Trotsky himself
adds: 'It does not matter how much they resembled the virgins,
-
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but i t is true they were all fast asleep .' (op. cit. Volume I, 1 47.)
This was as true of the Bolshevik Party as of all other left
wing organizations. I n effect: 'Up to the very last hour, these
leaders thought it was a question of a revolutionary mani fes
tation, one among many, and not at all an armed insurrection
. . . The Central Committee was unable to give any directives
for the coming day .' (op . cit. Volume I , 1 47.) In short, the
Bolshev i ks were anything but leaders of the masses i n Feb
ruary, and subsequently they lagged behind both the action o f
t h e masses a n d also their revolutionary spirit. Thus i n July
1 9 1 7, when 'about 1 0,000 men assembled, to shouts of encour
agement, the mach ine-gu nners told how they had received an
order to go to the Front on 4 July, but they had decided not to
go to the G erman Front against the G erman proletariat but
against their own capi talist ministers. Feeling ran high. " Let's
get moving ! " cried the workers. The secretary of the factory
committee, a Bolshevik, objected, suggesting that they ask
instructions from the party. Protests from all sides: " Down
w ith it. Again you want to postpone thi ngs . We can't live
that way any longer ." Towards six o'clock came representa
tives from the Executive Committee, but they succeeded sti ll
less with the workers.' (op . cit . Volume 11, 1 27.)
The Bolshev iks not only played no part i n this struggle but
tried to squash i t; they wanted to refer the whole matter
back to Party Headquarters, and when their leaders arrived
these were shouted down. A wide gulf had opened u p between
the Party and the 'masses' who had a dynamic of their own
and, from the start, set up their own soldiers' and workers'
sov iets . It was here and nowhere else that the real decisions
were taken . In the workers' soviets, each member, Bolshevik
or not, could make his voice heard and hence influence events .
No pol itical group as such had the right to decide any issues,
even though the delegates were originally chosen from among
Party militants ( M ensheviks first, and then Bolshevi ks) . How
ever, these men were picked not for their pol itical orthodoxy
but because o f their active partici pation in the workers'
struggle, and when they tried to act as dampers they were gen
erally d ismissed very quickly - at least while Soviet democracy
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sti l l existed. Trotsky has described the role of the Bolsheviks
in July 1 9 1 7, as follows : 'The Bolsheviks were caught up by
the movement and dragged i nto it, looking around the while
for some justification for an action which fl atly contravened
the official deci sion of the party. (op . cit . Volume II, 30.) And,
so as not to lose face, rank and file Bolsheviks were forced to
go fl atly against the decisions of their leaders : 'Their Central
Comm ittee addressed an appeal to the workers and soldiers :
"Unknown persons . . . are summoning you i nto the streets
under arms, and that proves that the summons does not come
from any of the Soviet parties . . . " Thus the Central Committee
- both of the Party and the Soviet - proposed, but the masses
disposed .' (op . cit. Volume II, 3 3 .)
Here we are not so much interested i n whether or not the
Bolsheviks had good reasons for opposing these demonstra
tions as in the fact that they had no sway over the masses.
Clearly, five months after the Revolution and three months
after the October uprising, the masses were sti l l governing
themselves, and the Bolshevik vanguard simply had to toe the
line. 'Popular Bolsheviks - Nevsky, Lashevich, Padvoisky
speaking from the balcony, tried to send the regiments home.
They were answered from below : "Go to hell! Go to hel l ! "
Such cries the Bolshevik balcony had never yet heard from the
soldiers, it was an alarming sign . . . What was to be done?
Could the Bolsheviks possibly stand aside? The members of
the Petrograd Committee together with the delegates of the
Conference and representatives from the regiments and fac
tories, passed a resolution : To end all fru itless attempts to res
tra in the masses and guide the developing movement in such a
way that the government crisis may be decided in the i nter
ests of the people (sic ! ) . . .' (op. cit. Volume II, 33 f.) The fiction
of the proletarian vanguard had to be ma intained at any
price!
Trotsky himself added : 'The members of the Central Com
mittee who were present sanctioned this change of tactics.'
(op. cit . Volume I I, 34.) As i f they had had any choice in the
matter! (At least before 1 921 , by which date the secret police
and th e army cou ld be mustered against the masses.)
�
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But the Party could not just sit by with folded arms. Speak
ing for the Party leadersh ip, Kamenev sa id :
' "We did not summon the manifestation, the popu lar masses
themselves came i nto the street . . . but once the masses have
come out, our p lace is among them . . . Our present task is to
give the movement an organized character ." ' (op. cit . Volume
II, 3 7 .) Kamenev therefore admi tted that the Party was no
longer at the head, that i t was no longer d irecting anything,
that all it cou ld do was to organize post facto . And how? 'The
afternoon summons from the Central Committee to stop the
demonstration was torn from the presses - but too l ate to
replace it w ith a new text.' (op . cit. Volume II, 42.)
Pravda accord ingly appeared with a blank page, and this i s
what t h e Bolshevi ks call organizing a movement! A n d despite
all their efforts, the demonstration did take place, and attrac
ted 'at least 500,000 persons'.
The conclu sion is obvious : 'The movement had begun from
below irrespective of the Bolshev iks - to a certai n extent
agai nst their wi ll .' (op . cit . Volume II, 7 1 .)
Trotsky, moreover, declared i n a speech at about that time :
'They accuse u s of creating the mood of the masses; that i s
wrong, we o n l y try to formulate i t . ' (op . cit . Volume I I , 7A.)
I n short, the great vanguard was reduced to the role of mere
mouthpiece, and failed even in this. Still, it might be argued
that though the Party was sleeping i n February, and though i t
lagged beh i nd the masses i n July, i t nevertheless has the Octo
ber Revolution to its cred it. Nothing cou ld be further from the
truth .
From Apr i l to October, Lenin had to fight a constant battle
to keep the Party leadersh ip in tune with the masses : 'Even
the victory of the insurrection in Petrograd was far from
breaking everywhere the i nertia of the waiting policy and the
di rect resistance of the right wing . The wavering of the leaders
subsequently almost shipwrecked the insurrection i n M oscow .
In K iev, the committee, h eaded by Piatakov, which had been
conducting a purely defensive policy, turned over the in itia
tive in the long run - and also the power - to the Rada . . . The
actua l overturn in Voronezh . . . was carri ed out not by a com205

The Strategy and Nature of Bolshevism
mittee of the party but by its active minority . . . In a whole
series of provincial cities, the Bolsheviks formed in October a
bloc w ith the Compromisers "against the counter-revolution"
. I n spite o f the vast work that has been done in recent years
towards concealing these facts . . . plenty of testimony has
been preserved in the newspapers, memoirs and historic jour
nals of the time, to prove that on the eve of the overturn of the
official machine even the most revolutionary party put up a
big resistance.' (op . cit. Volume III, 1 45 f .)
Early i n October, Lenin could only i mpose h i s view by go
i ng over the h ead of his Central Committee : 'His letter to the
Central Committee he not only sent to the Petrograd and
M oscow Commi ttees, but he also saw to it that copies fell i nto
the hands of the more reliable party workers of the district
locals.' (op . cit. Volume III, 1 93 1 . )
And again : 'Lenin appealed to a Petrograd party confer
ence to speak a firm word in favour of i nsurrection. Upon his
i nitiative, the conference insistently requested the Central
Committee to take all measures for the leadership of the i n 
evitable i nsurrection of the workers, soldiers and peasant� .'
(op. cit. Volume II, 1 3 2.)
Thus Lenin, aware that the glorious vanguard was again
lagging behi nd the · masses, tried desperately to preserve i ts
prophetic role and, i n so doing, had to break the very ru les o f
democratic centralism h e h imsel f h a d formulated.
'In the upper circles of the party,' he wrote, 'a wavering is
to be observed, a sort of dread of the struggle for power, an
i ncl ination to replace the struggle with resolutions, protests
and conferences.' And this is what Trotsky had to say about
it: 'This i s already almost a direct pitting of the party agai nst
the Central Committee. Lenin did not decide lightly upon
such steps, but it was a question of the fate of the revolution and
all other considerations fell away .' (op. cit . Volume I I I , 1 32 f.)
In short, the success of the revolution called for action
aga inst th e 'highest circles of the party', who, from February
to October, utterly failed to play the revolutionary role they
ought to have taken in theory. The masses themselves made
the revolution, w ith or even against the party - this much at
.

.
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least was clear to Trotsky the histor ian . But far from drawing
the correct conclusion, Trotsky the theorist continued to argue
that the masses are incapable o f making a revo lution without
a leader. To begin with he admits that 'Tugan- Baranovsky is
right when he says that the February revolution was accom
plish ed by workers and peasants - th e latter in the person of
the soldiers. But there still remai ns the great question : who
led the revolution, who led the workers to their feet? . . . It
was solved most simply by the u niversal formu la : nobody led
the revolution, it happened of itself.' (op. cit. Volume I, 1 45 .)
Trotsky not only put the question very well but also gave a
clear answer : th e Revolution was the spontaneous expression
of the will of the masses - not just in theory but in actual
practice. But Trotsky the theorist could not accept the obvi
ous answer : he had to refute it since the idea of a centralized
leadershi p i s the crux o f his dogma and must be u ph eld at a l l
costs . Hence h e quoted with approval Zavadsky's dictum that
'spontaneous conception is sti l l more out of place in sociology
than in natural science . Owing to the fact that none of the
revolutionary leaders with a name was able to hang his label
on th e movement, it becomes not impersonal but merely
nameless .' (op. cit . Volume I, 1 5 1 .)
We wish to say no more . Anonymity is precisely what char
acterizes a spontaneous movement, i .e . one that disdains the
tutelage of official organizations, that w i l l have no official
name. Trotsky's argument is quite different : there can be no
revolution without leadership and i f no leaders can be pointed
out, it is simply because the leaders are anonymous. Thus,
after recal ling that the 'Union o f Officers o f February 27',
formed just after the revolution, tried to determi n e with a
questi onnaire who first led out the Volynsky R egiment, Trot
sky explains: "They received seven answers naming seven i n itia
tors of this decisive action. It i s very l ikely, we may add, that
a part of the i nitiative really did belong to several soldiers.'
(op. cit. Volume I, 1 50.) Why then will he not admit that the
sold iers took more than 'part' of the i nitiative? Because Trot
sky prefers another explanation : 'It is not i mpossible that the
chief initiator fell in the street fighting carrying h is name with
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h i m into oblivion.' Thus Trotsky, the historian, doctors the
historical evidence to i ntroduce a mythical leader, whose
existence cannot be verified because he is dead! Another ex
ample quoted by Trotsky highl ights the absurdity of this line
of argument : 'On Friday, 24 February, nobody in the upper
circles as yet expected a revolution . . . a tram car in which a
senator was riding turned off quite unexpectedly with such a
jar that the windows rattled and one was broken . . . Its con
ductor told everybody to get off : "The car isn't going any
further" . . . Th e movement of the tramways stopped every
where as far as the eye could see.' (op. cit . Volume I, 1 5 1 .)
Trotsky makes the following comment : 'That resolute con
ductor, i n whom the liberal officials could already catch a
gl impse of the "wolf-look" must have been dominated by a
high sense of duty i n order all by himsel f to stop a car con
tai ning officials on the streets of i mperial Petersburg in time
of war. It was just such conductors who stopped the car of the
monarchy and with practically the same words - This car
does not go any further! . . . The conductor on the Liteiny
boulevard was a conscious factor of history. It had been
necessary to educate him in advance.' (i:Jp . cit . Volume I , 1 5 1 f .)
And a few li nes further down he repeats the same refrain �
'Those nameless, austere statesmen of the factory and street
did not fall out of the sky: they had to be educated .' (op . cit.
Volume I, 1 52 .)
The Party as such played no role in these decisive days, but
those who were the real actors, 'the conscious i nstruments of
history , had needs to be educated. and by whom if not by the
Party? In short, the past action� of the Party justify its present
inactivity. There are but two alternatives for Trotsky : either
people have fal len out of the sky or else they must have been
educated by the Party. The first hypothesis being absurd, the
second is the only possible answer. But as the Jewish father
said to his son : 'My boy, whenever there are two alternatives,
choose the third .' Now that alternative is simply that the wor
kers cou ld have managed without a Party, just as they do i n
their everyday life. Let us see what Trotsky h imself has to say
on this subject : The anaemic and pretentious i ntelligentsia . . .
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was burning with desire to teach th e popu lar masses . . . but
was absolutely i ncapab le of understanding them and o f learn·
ing anything from them. Now, fai ling this, there can be no
revolutionary politics.' This judgement applies equally wel l to
Trotsky h imself, who was responsible for the reg imentation
of labour and for shooting the Kronstadt rebels. But Trotsky
is not aware of this fact, a nd his History is so valuable pre ·
ci sely because he is honest, or stupid, enough to list the facts
that contradict h i s every conclusion. Forgetting what he has
.written on page 1 5 1 , he notes that 'one of the factories carri ed
th is p lacard : 'The R ight to Life is Higher than the R ights of
Private Property". Th is slogan had not been suggested by the
party.' (op . cit . Volume I , 4 1 9 .)
No one would wish to challenge his claim that 'the thought
of the worker has become more scientific . . . because it was
fertilized to a large extent by the methods of Marxism.' True,
the use o f the term 'scientific thought' is questionable, but
there i s no doubt that scientific Marxism has p layed a la rge
part i n the education of bot�. M ensheviks a nd Bolsheviks. It
shou ld be added that other trends - anarcho-syndicalist, anar
chist, socia l revolutionary - made their contribution too . And
as Trotsky h i mself adm its when discussi ng work i ng c lass
thought, its development was chiefly due to 'the l iving experi 
ence o f t h e masses' .
It was this l iving experience wh ich went into the creati on o f
the soviets i n 1 905, soviets wh ich the Bolshev i k Party largely
ignored, a fact for which Trotsky h imself severely cri ticized
the Party at the time. But as soon as he h imself turned Bol
shevik theorist, h e had perforce to dismiss the whole i dea of
workers' spontaneity. Thus whi le he says i n Volume II, page
72, that the masses were complai ning that 'even the Bolsheviks
are dawd ling and holding us back,' he goes on to say on page
8 8 : 'What they (the G erman Spartacists) lacked was a Bol
shevik party.'
The absu rdity o f h is hypotheses - all due to the fact that he
cannot admit the i dea of a spontaneous revolution - becomes
even clearer in the following passage : 'A carefu l study of the
mater ials characterizing the party l ife during the war and the
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beginning of the revolution . . . reveals more clearly every
day the i mmense i ntellectual backsliding of the upper stratum
of the Bolsheviks dur ing the war when the proper l i fe of the
party practically came to an end . The cause of this backsliding
i s twofold : isolation from the masses and isolation from those
abroad, that is primarily from Lenin.' (op . cit. Volume III,
1 34.) This 'twofold backsl iding' i s nothing less than an i ndict
ment of the Bolshevik Party : by stressing the importance of
Lenin i n the way he does, Trotsky is, i n fact, depreciating the
value of the Party. And Lenin, far from being the infallible
revolutionary Trotsky makes him out to be, between February
and October 1 9 1 7, went back on a good many positions he had
earlier defended. Thus while he had stressed the importance
of soviets i n 1 905 , in January 1 9 1 7, when he gave a lecture to
Swiss workers, he merely mentioned the soviets in passing.
This did not prevent him, a few months later, to the dismay of
the majority of the Party, from once again adopting the anar
chist slogan : All power to the soviets! The Party, faithful and
disciplined though it was, could not perform these gyrations
with the same speed. The break between Lenin and the Party
may prove Lenin's genius when it comes to changing the poli
tical l ine, but i t also proves how ill-fitted a Party of the Bol
shevik type is to deal with a revolutionary situati on. Hence
Trotsky's claim that 'the March leadershi p of Kamenev and
Stalin lagged beh ind the gigantic historic tasks.' (op . cit .
Volume I, 403.)
However, Trotsky was quick to refute this line of reasoning
when it was dished up to explain the fai lure of the White
Guards. Thus he had th is to say about the abortive Korni lov
putsch : 'The sums of money set aside for organization were,
according to Vi nberg, appropriated by the principal partici
pants and squandered on di nner parties . . . One of the secret
contributors, who was to deliver to some officers a consider
able sum of money, upon arrival at the designated place found
the conspirators in such a state of i nebriation that he cou ld
not deliver the goods. Vinberg h imself thi nks that if it had
not been for these tru ly vexatious "accidents", the plan m ight
have been crowned with complete success. But the question
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remains : Why was a patr iotic enterprise entered into and sur
rou nded, for the most part, by drunkards, spendthri fts and
traitors? Is i t not because every historic task mobilizes the
cadres that are adequate to it? ' (op. cit. Volume II, 2 1 9 f .)
Now if every histori cal task indeed mobilizes the necessary
cadres, it w i l l do this for th e revolution no less than for the
counter-revolution. Hence Trotsky should not really blame
the Bolshev ik leaders for the failure of the Party to rise to its
'historic task' . The reason Stalin and Kamenev found them
selves at the head o f the Party was because they were elected
by the whole of that Party, and it is therefore the Party as such
that is to blame and not x or y. Again, if the presence or ab
sence of Lenin explai ns the success or fai lure of the Party, the
Party reduces to Len in and becomes superfl uous.
As for the gap between the Party and the masses, it can h ave
two causes : either the masses are too apathetic for revolution
or else, as happened i n 1 9 1 7, the masses are only too anxious to
carry the revolution a step further, and the Party itself is apa
thetic . In the second case it is not the masses who cannot 'rise'
to its h istoric task but the Party. This rupture between the
Party and the masses is due to the Party's very nature : a smal l,
closed group of professional revo lutionari es, sure o f being the
repository of truth and i ncapab le of adapting themselves to any
independent in itiative of the masses. A case i n point was their
attitude to the soviets, or workers' cou ncils, which gave the
atomized masses their own centres for action and collective
decisions. The sov iets sprang up quite spontaneously in 1 905
and did not figure in any party programme . It was only i n re
trospect that they were ana lyzed by var ious i wri ters o f the Left.
Some of these - particu larly the anarchists, the extreme left
Social Revolutionaries and minority grou ps within the Social
Democratic Party, were frankly in favour o f the sovi ets - and
so, in 1 905, was Leon Trotsky. Anton Pannekoek was another
and his movement for workers' control was attacked by Leni n
in 'Left- wing' Communism: A n Infan tile D isorder . All the
Bolsheviks were fra nkly hostile. Those in St Petersburg were
convi nced that 'only a party based on class conceptions can
d irect the political movement of the proletariat and preserve
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the purity of its intentions, whereas the workers' counci ls are
so many heterogeneous and i ndecisive bodies'. (Quoted by
Oscar Auweiler in The Workers' Councils in Russia 19051 929.) At the same time, P . Mendeleev declared i n the name of
the Bolsheviks : 'The council of workers' deputies is a political
organization and Social Democrats (Bolsheviks and M enshe
vi ks) must leave it because its very existence impedes th e de
velopment of the social democratic movement. The workers'
cou ncil may exist as a trade union or not at all .' Whence M en
deleev concluded that the Bolsheviks shou ld use the followi ng
strategy : 'First of all we must try to get the workers' council
to limit itself to its trade union tasks, and secondly, i n case this
attempt fai ls, the workers' cou nci l must be made to acknow
ledge the leadersh ip of the Social Democratic Party, and
thi rdly, this having been done, it must be dissolved as quickly
as possi ble, seeing that its parallel existence w ith other social
democratic organizations serves no purpose.' And th is at a
time when workers were beginning to form workers' councils
i n all the factories, and workers' 'parliaments' in all the major
towns! The Social Democrats did not even think fit to i nvite
the workers to participate in their party's august deli berations,
but expected them to carry out bli ndly what the proletarian
vanguard ordered from on high, and then to declare themselves
redundant. That the workers' counci ls 'impeded' this sort of
development is a truism - they chal lenged the wisdom of the
Party leaders in practice and not simply i n theory. This was
more than our professional revolutionaries were prepared to
swa l low . In 1 907, Lenin got the Fifth Congress of the Social
Democratic Workers' Party to pass a resolution whose subject
was h ighly revealing : 'On the independent workers' organiza
tion and the anarcho-syndicalist currents with in the prole
tariat.' He condemned all these 'currents', and declared : 'The
participation of Social Democratic organizations i n councils
composed of delegates and workers' deputies without disti nc
tion of party . . . or the creation of such councils, cannot be
countenanced unless we can be sure that the party can benefit
and that its interests are fu lly protected .' (Quoted by Oscar
Auweiler, page I 03 .)
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I n dealing with workers' organizations, the Bolsheviks had
but one major concern : to strengthen their own organizat ion.
Since the Party was the sole guardian of the proletar iat and the
r evolution, any attempt by the workers to make a revo lution
w ithout the Party must clearly be wrong or i ndeed i mpossible,
as Trotsky argues in his History of the Russian Revolution .
When the workers disavow the Party i n practice, the Party
simply disavows the practice of the workers.
This disdain for the working class and i ts capacity for self
emancipation can be heard most clearly in Lenin's Wha t is to be
done?, a theoretical justification of the leadershi p principle. I n
i t , Leni n simply repeats t h e words of Karl Kautsky, whom he
sti l l admired at the time : 'The workers, we have sai d, still
lacked a Social-Democratic consciousness; it cou ld only come to
them from the outside. Hi story in all countries attests that, on
i ts own, the working class cannot go beyond the level of trade
union consciousness, the realization that they must combine
i nto trade u nions, fight against the employers, force the
government to pass such laws as benefit the condition o f the
workers . . . As for the Soc ial ist doctrine, it was constructed out
o f phi losoph ica l , h istorical and economic theories elaborated
by educated members of the ruling class, by intellectuals. Thus
M arx and Engels, the founders of modern scientific socialism,
were bourgeois i ntel lectuals. Simi larly in Russia, the social
democratic doctr ine sprang u p almost i ndependently o f the
spontaneous development of the working class move
ment . . .
Lenin summed i t a l l up by saying : 'The workers can acqu ire
class pol itical consciou sness only from without, that is, only
outside of the econom ic struggle, outside of the sphere o f the
relation between workers and employers . '
Now t h i s claim that class political consciousness c a n only
reach the working class from the outside, has been refu ted in
practice, and ought to cease being part of any socialist's stock
of i deas. The h i story of French trade unionism before 1 9 1 4 i n
i tself is sufficient proof that the workers can transcend what
Lenin calls their 'trade u n ion consciou sness' . Th e Charter of
Amiens adopted i n 1 906 makes th is qu ite explici t : 'The CGT is
'
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affiliated to no political party, but is a union of class-conscious
workers fighting for the aboliti on of wage-slaves and em
ployers. The Congress pledges itself to support the workers i n
their class struggle against all forms o f capitalist explo itation
and oppression, both material and mora l . Accordingly the
Congress sets itself the following tasks : i n the short term, trade
union ists wi l l try to improve the workers' lot by cal ling for such
immediate reforms as i ncreases in wages, a shorter working
week, etc. But this i s only one aspect of our work. The trade
u n ions also pave the way for the complete emancipation of the
working class, which cannot be achieved except by expropria
tion of the capitalists . To that end, they will cal l general
strikes, so that those resisting capital ism on the wages front
today may tomorrow take charge of production and distri
bution and so usher in a completely new era . . .
This text shows clearly that the working class can rise a great
deal beyond the 'trade union consciousness', and precisely in a
country where the influence of the Social Democrats was ex
tremely tenuous. Conversely it was when Social Democrats
started to gain influence in France that the trade unions reverted
to their role of economic i ntermediaries, and changed into the
bureaucratic machines of today, mach ines that form an
integral part of capitalist society. The Leninist i deology, i n
postu lating the incapacity o f the working class to make a
revolution, or, as we shall see, to manage production i n post
revolutionary society, is in direct confl ict with the i naugural
declaration of the First International : The emancipation of
the workers must be brought about by the workers themselves'.
The fact that 'scientific social ism' was the creation of bourgeois
intellectuals is undeniable, and, indeed, it bears the unmistak
able marks of this : it is alien to the proletariat and perhaps it
ought not to be quite so proud of this al ienation as it obviously
is. M oreover, Bolshevik organizations were born in an in
dustrially backward country (wh ich explains rather than justi
fies their own backward nature) . This type of organization,
and the ideology that went hand in hand with it, would, after
1 9 1 7, seize upon the backwardness of Russia and also on the
lack of revolutionary spirit among the workers outside, as a
'
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pretext for bring ing to fru it the counter-revolutionary germs
it conta ined from the very beginning.
The Leninist belief that the workers cannot spontaneously
go beyond the level of trade union consciousness is tantamount
to beheading the pro letariat, and then insi nuating the Party as
the head . The original aims of French trade unionism, and the
creation of sovi ets show that Leni n was wrong, and, in fact, i n
Russia the Party was forced to decapitate the workers' move
ment with the help of the political police and the R ed Army
under the bri l l iant l eadership of Trotsky and Len i n . Moreover,
the decapitation was not enough, the body, too, had to be de
stroyed, and since th is task required less finesse and revolu
tionary educati on, the honour of finishing the work so
bril liantly begun by Lenin and Trotsky, fell to the uncu ltured
Stalin.
However, in fairness to Trotsky, it must be said that, i n 1 902,
when Lenin wrote What is to be done?, Trotsky not only op
posed it violently but had the wit to foresee its worst dangers :
that the Party would substitute i tself for the working class,
the Central Committee for the party, the Politburo for the
Central Committee, and finally the Genera l Secretary for the
Pol itburo . I t is to be hoped that Trotsky's critique may one day
be published in fu l l , for it, better than anything else, would
provide us with a critique of modern Trotskyism . Lenin's
views were a lso chal lenged by Rosa Luxemburg, representing
the fa r- left wi ng of the German Social Democratic M ovemen t.
While she shared L eni n's disgust with the reformist and parlia
mentary G erman Social Democratic Party, she also attacked
h is own centralism and h is i deas of discipline.
I n h is ' One step forward and two steps back', Lenin
g lor ified the educational effect o f factory l i fe which 'accustoms
the proletariat to discipline and organization'. To th is Rosa
Luxemburg replied : 'The discipline which Lenin has in mind i s
driven h ome t o the proletariat not only in the factory b u t a lso
in the barracks and by all sorts of bureaucrats, i n short by the
whole power machine of the central ized bourgeois state . . . It
is an abuse of words to apply the same term "discip l i ne" to two
such unrelated concepts as the m indless reflex motions of a
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body with a thousand hands and a thousand legs, and the
spontaneous coordination of the conscious political acts of a
group of men . What can the wel l-ordered doci lity of the former
have i n common with the aspirations of a class struggling for
i ts total emancipation ? ' (The Organization of the Social Demo
cratic Party in Russia.)
In fact, it was Lenin's own consciousness which failed to
transcend the organizational level of the bourgeoisie. Speaking
of the revolutionary movement that, at the turn of the century,
shook the autocratic Russian Empire and later cu lminated i n
t h e Russian Revolution of 1 905, Rosa Luxemburg wrote ( i n
1 904) : 'Our cause ( i .e. Socialism) has made immense progress.
However, i n this, the initiative and conscious direction of the
Social Democratic organization played no more than an in
sign ificant part . This fact cannot be explained away by argu ing
that our organization was not prepared for such great events
(although this was true), and even less by the absence of the all
powerful central apparatus Lenin has recommended. On the
contrary, it is more than l ikely that such an apparatus would
simply have i ncreased the confusion of the local committees,
stressing the gulf between the i mpetuous masses and the
cautious attitude of the Soc ial Democratic Party.' (Th e
Organization of the Social Democratic Party in Russia.)
'The u ltra-centralization advocated by Lenin,' Rosa Luxem
burg continued, 'is filled, not with a posi tive and creative spirit,
but with the sterile spirit of the night watchman .' Prophetic
words these, for within a few months the Party became i n 
capable of u nderstanding, a n d even fought, the establishment
of workers' counci ls. Prophetic a lso for what happened in 1 9 1 7,
when the Party proved quite incapable of p laying the leadi ng
part for which i t had been prepared so long, and left the entire
job to a Lenin (quod Jovi lice! non bovi licet) . Rosa Luxemburg
had clearly foreseen all this, and had accordingly advocated
the 'tearing down of that barbed wire fence which prevents the
Party from accomplishing the formidable task of the hour'.
I n fact, far from dismantling the fence, the Party eventually put
the entire Russian proletariat beh ind it.
Rosa Luxemburg's conclusions are no less relevant today
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than they were at the time they were written : 'Fi nally we saw
the birth of a far more legitimate offspring of the h istorical
process : the R ussian workers' movement, which, for the first
time, gave expression to the real will of the popular masses.
Then the leadership of the Russian revolution leapt up to
balance on their shou lders, and once more appoi nted i tself the
all-powerfu l director of hi story, this time in the person o f H is
High ness the Central Commi ttee of the Social Democrati c
Workers' Party . This ski l fu l acrobat did not even realize that the
only one capable of p laying the part of d irector is the "col
lective" ego o f the working class, which has a sovereign right to
make mi stakes and to learn the dia lectics of hi story by i tself.
Let us put it quite bluntly : the errors comm itted by a truly
revolutionary workers' movement are h istorically far more
fru itfu l a nd valuable than the i nfallibi lity of even the best
Central Committee.' (Organization of Social Dem ocratic Party
in Russia.)
The value of these remarks is in no way dimi nished by the
fact that, today, we have dozens of Central Commi ttees each
i nsisting on i ts own infal libility, and all alike unable to learn
the lessons of the R ussian R evolution on which they base most
of their self-justifications.
I n February 1 9 1 7, we have said, the Party l i ne and dynamic
was opposed to that of the masses organ ized in sov i ets. Lenin
had to labour hard, not to convince the masses of th e need to
seize power i n the factories and towns, but to convi nce h i s own
party that the masses were ready for this step . It was the party
that had to rise to th e level o f the masses, not the other way
rou nd. Leni n had to turn 'anarch ist', and to carry an i ncredu
lous party with h i m . October thus represents the point where
the action and aspiration of the masses coincided with those of
the tempora rily de- Bolshevized Bolshevik Party, and th is
happy state persisted u ntil the spring of 1 9 1 8 . Th e Bolshevik
Party could not, moreover, behave otherwise, because it was still
tryi ng to win the support o f the workers. The previous eight
months ( i .e. February to October 1 9 1 7) had brought on an
extraordi nary pro li ferati on of factory and workshop com217
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mittees. In April 1 9 1 7 a conference of factory committees at
Petrograd had declared: 'All decisions affecting the i nternal
management of factories, such as the length of the working
day, wages, hiring and dismissing of workers, etc. must come
from the factory committee.' Another conference of factory
committees held in June 1 9 1 7 demanded 'the organization o f
complete control b y the workers of production and distri
bution' and 'a proletarian majority i n all institutions wielding
executive power '. Still another congress, after the seizure of
power, declared : 'The workers' control commissions must
not merely be used to check production . . . but must prepare
for the transfer of production i nto the hands of the workers .'
The January 1 9 1 8 issue of Vestni k Metalista (Metal
workers' News) contained an article by the worker N . Filipov
which said, in ter alia : 'The working class, by its very nature,
must hold a central place in the productive process. In the
future, all production must reflect the spirit and the w i l l of the
proletariat.'
In this truly revolutionary period, Lenin told the Third Con
gress of Soviets held at the beginning of 1 9 1 8 : 'Anarchist ideas
have assumed virulent forms.'
A. Pantakrava wrote : 'On the morrow of the October
Revolution, these anarchist tendencies have become preva
lent, precisely because the capitalists have increased their
resistance to the application of the Decree on Workers' Control
and continue to oppose the workers' management of pro
duction.'
We shal l see that from the spring of 1 9 1 8 it was the Bol
shevist-Lenin ists themselves who opposed workers' manage
ment. Before that happened, the anarchosyndicalist M aximov
could still write : 'The Bolsheviks have abandoned not only
their theory o f the withering away of the state, but Marxist
ideology as a whole. They have become anarchists of a sort.'
However, the anarchist Voline, writing in Golas Truda (The
Voice of Labour) at the end of 1 9 1 7, had this to say : 'Once
their power has been consoli dated and legalized, the Bolsheviks,
as state socialists, that is as men who believe in centralized and
au thoritarian leadership - will start running the l i fe of the
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country and of the people from the top. Your soviets . . . w i l l
gradually become simple tools of t h e central government . . .
You w i l l soon see the inauguration of an authoritarian political
and state apparatus that will crush all opposi tion with a n i ron
fist . . . "All power to the soviets" will become "all power to the
leaders o f the party".'
And thi s i s precisely what happened in 1 9 1 8 . To ach ieve
their ends, the Bolsheviks had to smash all opposition and the
anarchists in particu lar. This pol itical repression went hand in
hand with the repression of the workers in the factory.
Thus Captain Jacques Sadaul wrote : 'The anarchist party
is the most active and mil itant and probably the most popular
opposition group of all . . . The Bolsheviks are greatly dis
turbed .'
Valine confirmed this accou nt : 'To tolerate anarch ist
propaganda would have been suicide for Len i n . I t (the Bolshe
v i k authority) did everything possible to impede and then for
bid and repress by brute force, all mani festations o f libertari a n
ideas. '
T h i s repression began with a change of attitude on the
questi on of workers' management. From 1 9 1 8 onwards,
opposition was kept within the Bolshevi k party - outside all
criticism was suppressed . Hence it is by looking at developments
i ns ide the Bolshevik Party that we can best follow the process
of repression, which cu lminated in the silencing, even with i n
the party, o f anyone w h o spoke up for t h e crushed proletariat.
The Tenth Congress of the Bolshevik Party, in M arch 1 92 1
dissolved a l l Party fractions, while outside, the Party
was busy firing on the workers and sailors at Kronstadt, and on
what pockets o f resistance there sti ll were in the rest o f the
country. In particular, the Ukrainian M akhno M ovement was
a force the Bolsheviks had to destroy at all costs .

3. The Makhno Movement and Opposition
within the Party

The Makhnovchi na, better perhaps than any other movement,
shows that the Russian Revolution could have become a great
liberating force. It was i nspired by M akhno, a young Ukrain
ian anarchist, and has been almost totally ignored by bourgeois
historians no less than by Stali nist and Trotskyist apologists and for good reason. It shows the Bolsheviks stifling workers
and peasants with lies and calumnies, and then crushing them
in a bloody massacre.
Geographically, the Makhno movement covered a region
inhabited by seven million people and measuring some 1 50
miles in d iameter . Its centre was the small Ukrainian town o f
Gulye Polye with 30,000 inhabitants.
The movement flourished from 1 9 1 8 u ntil the summer of
1 92 1 , when it was finally crushed by the Red Army.
From 1 9 1 8 to 1 92 1 , armed Makhnovite groups fought the
White G uards and later the Red Army without respite. They
were responsible for holding the U krainian front against the
White general Denikin, whose armies M akhno defeated in 1 9 1 9,
and then against General Wrangel. The best way of showing
who they were and what they stood for is to quote from the
manifesto published by the Cultural and Educational Section
of the Insurrectional Makhnovite Army. It was widely distri
buted among the peasants and workers.

'(i) Who are the Makhnovites and what are they fighting for ?
The Makhnovi tes are peasants and workers who i n 1 9 1 8 rose
up against the brutality of the German, Hungarian and Aust
rian interventionists and against the Hetman of the Ukraine.
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'The Makh novi tes are workers who have carr ied the battle
standard against Denikin and aga inst every form of oppression
and violence, who have rejected lies from whatever source.
'The M akhnovi tes are the workers who by their li fe's labour
have enriched and fattened the bourgeoisie in the past, a nd are
today enrich ing new masters.

'(ii) Why are they called Makhnovites ?
"Because during the greatest and most pai nfu l days of reaction
ary intervention i n the Ukraine, they had with i n their ranks the
staunch friend and comrade, Makhno, whose voice was heard
across the entire U kraine, challenging every act of vi olence
agai nst the workers, call ing for struggle aga inst the oppressors,
the thieves, the usurpers and those charlatans who were de
ceiv i ng the workers. That voice sti l l r i ngs among us today,
and u nwaveringly calls for the liberation and emancipation of
the workers from all oppression .

'(iii) Ho1 v do you think you will obtain this liberation ?
'By overthrowing the coalition of monarchists, republicans,
socia l democrats, communists and Bolshev i ks . In its p lace we
call for the free election of workers' councils which w i l l not
rule by arbi trary laws because no true sov iet system can
be authoritarian. Ours i s the purest form of soc ial ism,
anti- authoritarian and anti -government, it calls for the free organ 
ization of the social l ife of the workers, independent of author
ity, a l ife in which each worker, in a free association with his
brothers, can build his own happi ness and well- being i n ac
cordance with the principles of sol idarity, amity and equality.
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'(iv) What do the Makhnovites think of the Soviet regime ?
'The workers themselves must choose thei r own councils
(soviets), to express the wi l l and carry out the orders of these
self-same workers. The soviets will be executive organs o f, and
not authorities over, the workers. The land, the factories, the
businesses, the mi nes, transport, etc. must belong to those who
work in them. All that the people inherit must be socialized .

'(v) What are the paths that will lead to the final goals of the

Makhnovites ?
' A consistent and implacable revolutionary battle agai nst a l l
false theories, against all arb itrary power a n d violence, no
matter from what quarter, a struggle to the death . Free speech,
justice, honest battle with guns in our hands .
'Only by overthrowing all governments, every representative
of authority, by destroying all political, economic and authori 
tarian l i es, wherever they are found, b y destroying the state, by
a social revo lution, can we i ntroduce a true system of workers'
and peasants' soviets and advance towards socialism.'
Trotsky was one of Makhno's b itterest adversaries among
the Bolshev iks, and never forgave M akhno for refusing to
serve under his supreme command in the Red Army. On 4 June
1 9 1 9 , Trotsky began his first campaign of calumny and military
i ntimidation, by publishing the notorious order No . 1 824 . It
forbade the holding of a congress in the Ukraine, and accused
M akhno of delivering this front over to the enemy. 'The
M akhno brigade has constantly retreated before the White
Guards, owing to the i ncapacity, crimina l tendencies, and the
treachery of i ts leaders .'
Trotsky's order stipulated, inter alia :
'( I ) It is forbidden to hold this congress, wh ich must not take
place under any ci rcumstances;
'(2) Participation in the congress by any worker or peasant
will be deemed to constitute an act of high treason;
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'(3) All delegates to the said congress must be apprehended
and brought before the revolutionary tribunal of the Four
teenth Army o f the Ukraine.'
So much for Trotsky's respect for the workers' right o f free
assembly!
The accusation that Makhno had retreated before the White
Guards, when in fact he defeated them, was repeated by the
entire Sov iet press . But for the time being, continued attacks
by the Wh ite Guards prevented Trotsky from i mplementing his
Order 1 824 h e shelved it but did not forget it. I n N ovember
I 920, the Sov iet authorities i nvited several officers of M akhno's
army to a m i l itary cou nci l meeti ng, and shot them . The ensui ng
battle raged for nine long months. At the end, Trotsky's troops,
who were superior in number and in arms and had constant
replacements, won the day. lt was in the course of the last battle
that the M akhnovi tes issued the following appeal to their
brethren in the Red Army :
-

'STOP,

READ

AND

THINK !'

'Comrades of the R ed Army!
'You have been sent out by your commissars to fight the re
voluti onary M a kh nov ites .
'On the orders of your commander you ruin peaceful
villages, you will raid, arrest, and kill men and women whom
you do not know but who have been presented to you as
enem ies of the people, bandits and counter- revo lutionary. You
will be told to kill us, you will not be asked . You will be
made to march l i ke slaves. You will arrest and you will mur
der . Why ? For what cause?
'Think, comrades o f the Red Army; think, workers, peasants
suffering u nder the lash of new masters who bear the high
sounding name o f "worker-peasant authorities"! We are
revolutionary Makhnovites. The same peasants and workers
as you, our brethren in the Red Army. We have r isen u p
agai nst oppress ion a n d slavery, w e fight for a better l i fe and a
more enlightened one. Our ideal is to build a commu n ity of
workers w ithout author iti es, without parasites, and wi thout
commissars. Our i mmediate aim is to establish a free Soviet
223

The Strategy and Nature of Bolshevism
regime, not controlled by the Bolsheviks, without the pressure
of any party.
'The government of the Bolsheviks and Communists has sent
you out on a punitive expedition. It hastens to make peace
with Denikin and with the rich Poles and other rabble of the
Whi te Army, the better to suppress the popular movement of
the revolutionary i nsurgents, of the oppressed, of the rebels
against the yoke of all authority.
'But the threats of the White and Red commanders do not
frighten us. We shal l reply to violence with violence. If neces
sary, we, a sma l l handfu l of people shal l put to fl ight the
divisions of the Red Army because we are free and love our
li berty. We are revolutionaries who have r isen up i n a just cause.
'Comrades, think for whom you are fighting and against
whom! Throw off your shackles, you are free men!
'The Revolutionary Makhnov ites .'
Let us hope that one day some publisher will see fit to trans
late Arsh i nov's History of the Makhno Movemen t which is
unobtainable today but is fundamental to any true u nderstand
ing of the history of the Russian Revolution. M akhno's defeat
spelled the defeat of the Revolution; Trotsky's victory, the
victory of the bureaucratic counter-revolution.
Even while the struggle for Soviet democracy was sti l l being
carried on under a black banner in the Ukraine, elsewhere the
Bolsheviks had succeeded in crushing every form of resistance.
Inside the party, a bitter controversy on the question of 'one
man management' was started in the spring of 1 9 1 8 . The del i
berate policy of the Bolshevik leaders to run a l l factories by
State-appointed managers was not only a flagrant breach o f
Bolshevik promises b u t also led t o the demoralization o f the
most advanced sectors of the Russian proletariat. This develop
ment was a strong contributive factor to the bureaucratic
degeneration of the Bolshevi k party. Lenin's 'The immediate
tasks of the Soviet Government', published in Izvestia on 28
Apr i l 1 9 1 8 , explained the stand of the Party leadership i n qu ite
u nambiguous terms : it emphasized discipline, obedience and
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th e need for individual rather than collective management.
'Discipl ine is a prerequ isite of economic renewa l . . . G reater
output is essential . . . The class-conscious vanguard of the
Russian proletariat has al ready tackled the task of enforcing
discipline at work , for example, the Central Committee of the
M etal Workers Union and the Central Cou ncil of the Trade
Un ions, have begu n to draft th e necessary measures and
decrees .'
These 'measures and decrees' whereby 'labour discipli ne' was
to be enforced make tragic reading in the light of subsequent
events . They start by bemoaning the 'absence of a l l i ndustrial
discip l i ne'. They then prescribe measures 'for the purpose of
i mproving labour d iscipl ine such as : the i ntroduction of a card
system for registeri ng the productivity of each worker, the
introduction o f factory regu lations in every enterprise, the
establish ment of rate of output bureaux for the purpose of
fixing the output of each worker and the payment of bonuses
for i ncreased product ivity.' (Lenin : Selected Works, Vol. VII,
page 504.)
It requ i res no great imag ination to see in the pen-push ers
recording the 'producti vity of each worker' and i n the clerks
manni ng 'the rate of output bureaux' the as yet amorphous
elements o f the new bureaucracy.
But Lenin went much furth er. He quite explicitly came out,
as early as 1 9 1 8, in favour of th e ind ividua l management of
industrial enterprises. 'The struggle that is developing around
th e recent decree on the management of the railways, the
decree wh ich grants individual leaders dictatorial powers (or
"unlimited powers") is characteristic,' he wrote . Only the 'con
scious representatives of petty-bourgeois lax ity' cou l d see 'in
this granti ng of unlimited ( i .e . dictatorial) powers to i ndividual
persons a departure from the col legium pri nciple, a departure
from democracy and from other princi ples of Soviet govern
ment'. 'Large scal e mach ine i ndustry,' he went on, '- which is
the material productive source and fou ndation of socialism calls for absolute and strict u n ity of w i l l . . . How can strict
u nity of w i l l be ensured? By thousands subordi nating their will
to the will of one.'
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What of d iscussion and i nitiative at shop floor level ? The
idea was summarily dismissed . 'The revolution demands,' Lenin
wrote, 'in the interests of socialism that the masses unquestion
ingly obey the si ngle will of the leaders of the labour process.'
No nonsense here about workers' management of production,
about collective decisions, about government from below. Nor
are we left in any doubt as to who the 'leaders of the labour
process' were to be. There was, Lenin said, to be 'unquestioning
obedience to the orders of i ndivi dual representatives of the
Soviet government during work time' - ' iron discipl ine while at
work, with unquestioning obedience to the will of a single
person, the Soviet leader .'
Lenin's oft-repeated views on labou r discipline did not go
u nchallenged . Opposition developed within the Party itself.
Early in I 9 1 8, the Leningrad District Committee published
the first issue of the 'left' Communist paper Kommunist. This
was edited by Bukharin, Radek and Ossinsky (Obolonsky
and Smirnov were later to join the editor ial board). The jour
nal issued a far-sighted warning : 'The i ntroduction of labour
discipline in connexion with the restoration of capitalist man
agement of i ndustry cannot really increase the productivity of
labour, but it will diminish the class i nitiative, activi ty and
organization of the proletariat. I t threatens to enslave the
working class. It will rouse discontent among the backward
elements as well as among the vanguard of the proletariat. I n
order t o introduce this system i n t h e face of the hatred prevai l 
i ng at present among the proletariat f o r the "capita list
saboteurs", the Communist Party wou ld have to rely on the
petty- bourgeoisie, as against the workers, and in this way it
wou ld ruin itself as the party of the proletariat.'
Lenin reacted violently . He called such views 'a disgrace', 'a
complete renunciation of commu nism in practice', 'a complete
desertion to the camp of the petty-bourgeo isie'. ('Left-wing
Childishness and Petty-bourgeois M entality', Selected Works
Vol . VII, p. 374_) The Left were being 'provoked by the lsuvs
(M ensheviks) ana other Judases of capitalism'. He lumped
together leaders of the ' left' and open enemies o f the revolu
tion, thus i ni tiating the technique of the political smear which
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was to be u sed so successfu lly by Stalin in later years. A cam
paign was whi pped up i n Len ingrad which compel led the Kom
munist to transfer publication to M oscow, where the paper
reappeared in Apr i l 1 9 1 8, first under the auspices of the M os
cow regional organization of the Party, later as the 'unofficial'
mouth piece of a group of comrades.
The controversy smou ldered on throughout 1 9 1 8 . Kom
munist repeated ly denounced the replacement of workers'
control by ' labour di sci pli ne', the increasing tendency for in
dustr ial management to be placed i n the hands of non-Com
mun ist 'specialists' and the conclusion of all sorts of u nofficial
deals with prev ious owners 'to ensure their cooperation'. It
poi nted out that 'the logical outcome of management based
on the participation of capitalists and on the principle of bur
eaucratic central ization was the institution of a labour policy
which would seek to re- establish regimentation of workers on
the pretext of voluntary discipline. Governmental forms would
then evolve towards bureaucratic centra lization, the ru le of a11
sorts o f commissars, loss of i ndependence for local Soviets
and. in practice, the abandonment of government from below'.
'It was all very wel l,' Bukhar in pointed out, 'to say as Len i n
h a d (in State a n d Re volution) that "each cook shou ld learn to
manage the State". But what happened when each cook had a
commi ssar appoi nted to order him abou t ? '
The confl ict between the Leninists and the 'left' Commun ists
came to a head dur ing M ay and June 1 9 1 8, during the F irst
Congress o f Economic Counci ls. Lenin spoke out strongly i n
favour of 'labour d iscipline', o f 'one-man managemt:nl' and
o f the need to use bourgeois spec ialists. Ossinsky, Smi rnov and
Obolensky, su pported by numerous prov i ncial delegates, de
manded 'a workers' administration . . . not only from above
but from below'. They urged that two · thi rds of th e represen 
tatives on the management boards of industrial enterprises
shou ld be elected from among the workers. They succeeded i n
getting a Congress su b-commi ttee t o accept this resolution.
Lenin was furious at this 'stu pid decision'. Under his guidance
a plenary sess ion of the Congress 'corrected' the reso lution,
decreed that no more than one-third of the managerial per227
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sonnel should be elected, and set up a complex hierarchical
structure vesting veto rights in a Supreme Economic Counci l,
at the apex of an admini strative pyrami d .
A spli t occurred a t this time among the 'left' Communists.
Radek was wi lling to make a deal with the Leninists. He was
prepared to accept the 'one-man management' principle in ex
change for the extensive nationalization decrees of June 1 9 1 8,
which heralded the period of War Commun ism, and which i n
h i s opinion would ensure the proletarian basis o f the regime.
Bukharin also broke with Ossinsky and rejoined the fol d . The
ideas developed by the left Communists continued to find an
echo, however, despite the defection of most of those who had
first advocated them. Ossinsky and his supporters formed the
new opposition group of 'Democratic Central ists'. Their i deas
on workers' management of production (and those of the origi
nal group of 'left' Communists) were to play an i mportant
part i n the development, two years later, of the Workers'
Opposition .
Wri ting i n the second issue of the Kommunist, Ossinsky was
to issue a prophetic warning : 'We stand,' he wrote, 'for the
construction of a proletarian society by the class creativity of
the workers themselves, not by u kases from the "captains of
i ndustry" . . . We proceed from trust in the class instinct, and
i n the active class ini tiative of the proletarait. It cannot be
otherwise. If the workers themselves do not know how to
create the necessary prerequ isites for the socialist organiza
tion of labour - no one can do th is for them, nor can the wor
kers be forced to do it. The stick, if raised against the workers,
w i l l find i tself either in the hands of another social force . . . or
i n the hands of the sovi et power. But then the soviet power w i l l
be forced t o seek support against the proletariat from another
class (e.g . the peasantry), and by this it w i l l destroy i tself as
the dictatorship of the proletariat. Socialism and socialist
organization must be set up by the proletariat i tself, or they
wi l l not be set up at all; someth ing else will be set up : state
capitalism .'
These prophetic phrases, and the reception they were given
by Lenin and Trotsky, should put an end to all the 'revolu228

The M akhno M ovement
tionary' arguments that it was Stalin the Terri ble alone who
perverted socialism into a bureaucratic dictatorsh ip.
Thus i t was Trotsky, not Stalin, who, towards the end of
1 9 1 9, submitted to the Central Committee the famous thesis
'transition from war to peace'. The most important of his pro
positions was the call for the 'm ilitarization of the proletar
iat'.
Trotsky did not believe that these proposi tions wou ld go
further than the Central Committee; l i ke all good bureaucrats
he li ked to take the most i mportant decisions behind closed
doors. But by 'mistake', Bukharin published its text in Pravda
of 1 7 December 1 9 1 9 . Accord ing to Isaac Deutscher, this in
discretion caused an extremely tense public controversy and
one that continued for more than a year, as the worki ng class
seized on this unexpected opportunity of discussing its own
fate. Trotsky defended his vi ews be fore the Ni nth Congress of
the Bolshevik Party in 1 920 : The workers must not be al lowed
to roam a l l over Russia. They must be sent where they are
needed, called up and directed like sold iers. Labour must be
directed most i ntensely during the transition o f capitalism to
socialism.' We might add, in parenthesis, that since th i s transi 
tion has not yet been made, and never will be made unless
there is another revolution, Sov iet workers must prepare to
settle down to a further spell of forced labour. ' I t is essential,'
Trotsky went on, 'to form puni tive conti ngents and to put all
those who shirk work i nto concentration camps .'
Stalin, who as Trotsky h imself has repeatedly pointed out,
lacked theoretical i magi nati on, did i n fact very li ttle more than
pursue the theoretical and practical path opened up by Trot
sky. In particu lar, Trotsky introduced Stakhanovism when he
offered spec i a l bonu ses for extra effort 'worthy of socialist
emulation'; h e also spoke of the need to adopt the 'progressive
essence o f Taylorism' - at that time the most extreme form of
capita list exploitation . Lenin's thes is of one- man management
and 'work discipli ne' were adopted at this Congress .
After the Ni nth Congress, Trotsky wrote : The young
workers' state requ i res trade unions not for a struggle for
better cond i tions of labour . . . but to organize the working
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class for the ends of production, to educate, to discipline th e
workers . . . to exercise their au thority hand in hand with the
State, to lead the workers into the framework of a single eco
nom i c plan . . .' (Trotsky: D ictatorsh ip vs. Democracy, page 1 4 .)
The unions shou ld discipline the workers and teach them to
place the interests of production above th eir own needs and
demands.' Of the militarization of labour Trotsky sa id: This
term at once brings us in to the region of the greatest possi ble
superst itions and outcri es from the opposition.' (ibid., page 1 4 .)
He denounced his opponents as Menshev i ks, and 'people full
of trade u n ionist prej udices'.
The militarization of labour,' he declared at the Th ird Con
gress of Trade Unions, ' . . . is the indispensable basic method
for the organization of our labour forces.' Th is u se of the
word 'our' when referring to the labour forces of the work ing
c lass fully justifies Debord's remark : 'Its claim to a mono
poly of the representation and defence of the workers, turned
th e Bolshevi k Party into what it is today : th e masters of the
proletariat . . .' (La Societe du Spectacle. )
'Was i t tru e,' Trotsky asked, 'that compulsory labour was
always u nproductive ? ' He denounced th is v iew as 'wretched
and m iserable l iberal prejud ice', learnedly pointing out
that 'chattel slavery, too, was productive' - and that compu l
sory serf labour was i n its times 'a progressive phenomenon'.
He tol d the unions that 'coercion, regimentation and m i l i tari
zation of labour were no mere emergency measures and that
the workers' State normally had the right to coerce any citi 
zen to perform any work at any place of its choosing'. A l ittle
later he proclaimed that the 'mi l itarization of the trade u nions
and the m i litarization of transport required an internal, ideo
logical militarization'.
And this was precisely what Stalin achieved, when he
stepped into the shoes of that great strategist who later be
came his bitterest opponent. Trotsky, who had already 'dis
cipl ined' the army by abolishing the sold iers' soviets, early i n
1 920 took over the Commissar iat o f Transport, i n addition to
his defence post. The Politburo offered to back him to the
h i lt, i n any course of action he might take, no matter how
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severe. Once in charge of Transport, Trotsky was i mmediately
to implement h is pet ideas on the 'militarization of labour'.
The rai lwaymen and the personnel of the repair workshops
were put u nder martial law. There was a major outcry. To
si lence his critics, and with the fu l l endorsement of th e Party
leadersh ip, Trotsky ousted the elected leaders of the u n ion
and appo inted others who were willing to do his bidding. He
repeated the procedure in other unions of transport workers.
Perhaps i t is of these men h e was thi nking when he wrote :
'It i s a general rule that man will try to get out of work. M a n
i s a lazy animal.' A n d i n h i s 'Terrorism a n d Commu nism', a
piece of Trotskyist writing i f ever there was one, he pro
clai med : 'Those workers who contribute more than the rest to
the general good have every r ight to receive a larger share of
the socialist product than layabouts, i dlers and the undisci
plined.'
The last battle over the mil itarization of work was fought
inside the party in 1 920-2 1 . Those opposed to Trotsky's
ideas formed the 'Workers' Opposition ', whose hi story has
been recorded by Alexandra Kollontai . A Party conference
held in M oscow in November 1 920 showed that the 'Workers'
Opposition' was growing rapi dly in strength . 'They, the Cen
tralist Democrats and the l gnatov group (closely associated
w ith the "Workers' Opposition") obtained 1 24 seats as against
the 1 54 obtained by the su pporters of the Central Commi ttee.'
(Daniels : The Conscience of the Re volution .)
The Party leadersh ip took fright and i ntroduced a whole
series of counter-measures, some of which were so scandalous
that the Moscow Committee passed a reso lution publicly cen
soring the Petrograd Party 'for not observing the rules of cor
rect d iscussion'. The Central Committee, too, was criticized
and i nstructed to 'ensure that the allocation of pri nted matter
and speakers was such that all poi nts of view can be honestly
represented'. At the Tenth Congress, Alexandra Kollontai
nevertheless felt i m pelled to protest that the distri bution of
h er pamphlet, The Workers' Opposition, had been deliberately
sabotaged .
Lenin denounced the Workers' Opposition at the very
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b eginning of the Congress, calling it 'a menace to the Revolution. '
The atmosphere of the Congress was electric, particularly when
Kollontai, lgnatov and many others attacked the bureaucracy,
i ts class character, and the transformation of the Party i nto a
non-proletarian one by the i nflux of new elements . What the
'Leftist' Communists had foreseen i n 1 9 1 8, what Voline and
the anarchists had prophesied all along, had become reality :
The party had become the springboard for bureaucratic
careerists.' Lenin and Trotsky were to triumph over the Wor
kers' Opposition, and when they had done so, the last voice to
speak up for the Soviet working class was si lenced . The Con
gress ordered the dissolution of all factions within the Party
- h aving squashed freedom of expression outside the Party
leaders now finished off the opposition within. Nor was i t
simply a struggle o f ideas - it was the very fate of the working
class that was at stake i n this battle. While ostensibly attack
i ng the Left-wing Communists, the Centrist Democrats and
the Workers' Opposition, i t was in fact the working class i tself
that was being clubbed down, that lost every right to manage
its own destiny.
At the Congress, Trotsky accused the Workers' Opposi tion
of putting forward dangerous slogans. They turn democratic
principles i nto a fetish. They put the right of the workers to
elect their own representatives above the Party, thus challeng
i ng the right of the Party to affirm i ts dictatorship, even when
this dictatorship comes i nto conflict with the evanescent mood
of the workers' democracy. We must bear i n mind the histori
cal mission of our Party. The Party i s forced to maintain i ts
d ictatorship without stopping for these vacillations, nor even
the momentary falterings of the worki ng class. This realiza
tion is the mortar which cements our u nity. The dictatorship
of the proletariat does not always have to conform to formal
principles of democracy.'
And Leni n mocked at the Workers' Opposition : 'A produ
cers' Congress! What precisely does that mean? It is d i fficult
to find words to describe this folly. I keep asking myself, can
they be joki ng? Can one really take these people seriously?
While production is always necessary, democracy is not.
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Democracy of production engenders a series o f radically false
i deas.'
Lenin should not have laughed qu ite so loudly at all this
'folly', for it was precisely what he h imself had written in 1 9 1 7,
i n h i s State and Re volution . Every phrase of that book is a
denunciation of the Bolshevik policy i n 1 920-2 1 , for i t was
written at a time when the masses forced Lenin to be an anar
chist rather than a Bolshevik. When it suited him, Lenin buried
the State and Re volu tion . And even while Trotsky was still
thundering on about the Workers' Opposition, Lenin was
forced, and not by words only, to correct 'the temporary
falterings of the working class'. This he did at Kronstadt,
where the bu llets of the Party finally settled 'the conflict be
tween its dictatorship and the evanescent moods of the workers'
democracy .

4. Kronstadt

At the end of February, 1 92 1 , the workers of Petro grad, who
had been making an enormous productive effort despite the
short rations they were allowed, went on strike against their
i ntolerable conditions. The Party and Zinov iev, who was re
sponsible for the defence of Petrograd, could th ink of only one
answer : to send a detachment of the Koursanty (cadet officers)
against the strikers, and to proclaim a state of s iege in Petro
grad . In The Kronstadt Commun e*, Ida Mett tells what hap
pened next .
On 26 February the Kronstadt sailors, naturally i nterested
in all that was going on in Petrograd, sent delegates to fi nd out
about the str i kes. The delegation visited a number of factor ies.
It returned to Kronstadt on the 28th . That same day, the crew
of the battlesh ip Petropavlovsk, having discussed the situa
tion, voted the follow ing resolution :
'Hav ing heard the reports of the representatives sent by the
General Assembly of the Fleet to find out about the situation
i n Petrograd, the sai lors demand :
'( I ) Immediate new elections to the Sov iets . The present Sov 
iets no longer express the wishes of the workers and peasants.
The new elections shou ld be by secret ballot, and should be
preceded by free electoral propaganda.
'(2) Freedom of speech and of the press for workers and
peasants, for the anarchists, and for the Left Socialist parties.
( 3 ) The r ight of assem bly, and freedom for trade u nion and
peasant organizations.
'(4) The organization, at the latest on 1 0 M arch 1 921 , of
'
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a Conference of non-Party workers, soldiers and sailors of
Petrograd, Kronstadt and the Petrograd D istrict.
'(5) The l i beration of all political pr isoners of the Social ist
parties, and of all imprisoned workers and peasants, soldiers
and sai lors belonging to working class and peasant organ iza
tions.
'(6) The election of a comm ission to look into the doss iers of
all those detained i n pr isons and concentration camps.
'(7) The abolition of all political sections in the armed forces .
No political party shou ld have pr ivi leges for the propagation
of i ts ideas, or receive State subsi dies to this end . In the place
of the pol itical sections, various cu ltural groups should be set
up, deriv ing resources from the State.
'(8) The i mmediate aboli tion of the m i l itia detachments set
up between towns and countryside.
'(9) The equal ization of rations for all workers, except those
engaged i n dangerous or unhealthy jobs.
'( 1 0) The a boli tion of Party combat detachments in all
m i l itary groups. The abolition of Party guards i n factories and
enterpr ises. If guards are requ ired, they shou ld be nominated,
taki ng into account the v iews of the workers.
'( 1 1 ) The granting to the peasants of freedom of action on
their own soil, and of the right to own cattle, provi ded they
look after them themselves and do not employ h i red labour.
'( 1 2) We request that all mil itary u n its and officer trainee
groups associate themselves with this resolution.
' ( 1 3) We demand that the Press give proper publ icity to this
resolution.
' ( 1 4) We demand the i nstitution of mobile workers· control
groups.
'( 1 5) We demand that hand icraft production be author ized
provi ded it does not utilize wage labour.'
The workers and sa i lors of Kronstadt were, in fact, defend
i ng the power of the sov iets against the power of the Party.
The Kronstadt resolution had the mer it of stating thi ngs
openly and clearly. But it was breaking no new grou nd. Its
main i deas were being d iscussed everywhere. For having, in
one way or another, put forward precisely such ideas, workers
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and peasants were already fill ing the prisons and the recently
set u p concentration camps.
And while all this was going on, Radio M oscow kept
spreading l ies and calumnies against the workers. Thus when
Stal in accused Trotsky a few years later of conspiring w ith a
White G uard officer of the Wrangel Army, he was merely
using the same smear campaign Trotsky had used against the
Kronstadt sailors.
On 3 M arch, for instance, Radio Moscow launched the
following appeal : 'Struggle against the White Guard Plot . . .
Just like other White Guard insurrections, the mutiny of ex
G eneral Kozlovsky and the crew of the battleship Petro
pavlo vsk has been organized by Entente spies. Th is is clear
from the fact that the French paper Le Monde published the
following message from Helsingfors two weeks before the
revolt of General Kozlovsky : "We are i nformed from Petro
grad that as the result of the recent Kronstadt revolt, the Bol
shevik mil itary authorities have taken a whole series o f
measures t o isolate the town and t o prevent t h e soldiers and
sailors of Kronstadt from entering Petrograd."
'It is therefore clear that the Kronstadt revolt is being led
from Paris. The French counter espionage is mixed up in the
whole affa ir. History is repeating itself. The Socialist Revolu
t ionaries, who have their headquarters i n Paris, are preparing
the ground for an insurrection against the Soviet power. The
ground prepared, their real master the Tsarist general
appeared . The history of Koltchak, installing h is power i n
the wake of that of the Socialist Revolutionaries, i s being
repeated .'
Faced with all these lies and also with an imminent attack
by the Central Government, local Bolsheviks deserted their
party en masse. To appreciate just how strongly they felt, we
need only read some of the letters they sent to the Kronstadt
Izvestia. The teacher Denissov wrote : 'I openly declare to the
Prov isional Revolutionary Committee that as from gunfire
directed at Kronstadt, I no longer consider myself a member
of the Party. I support the call issued by the workers of Kron
stadt. All power to the Soviets, not to the Party! '
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A mi litary group assigned to the special company dealing
w ith discipl ine a lso issued a declaration : 'We the u ndersigned
joined the Party bel ievi ng i t to express th e wishes of the work
i ng masses. In fact the Party has proved itself an execut ioner
of workers and peasants. This is revealed quite clearly by re
cent events in Petrograd. These events show up the face of the
Party leaders. The recent broadcasts from Moscow show
clearly that the Party leaders are prepared to resort to any
means in order to retain power .
'We ask that henceforth, we no longer be considered Party
members . We rally to the call issued by the K ronstadt gar
r ison in i ts resolution of 2 March . We i nvite other comrades
who have become aware of the error of their ways, pub l ically
to recogn ize the fact.
'Signed: G U T M A N , Y E F I M O V , K O U D R I A T Z E V , A N D R E E V .'
(Izvestia of the Provi sional Revoluti onary Committee, 7
M arch 1 92 1 .)
Every attempt to settle matters peacefully was rejected out
of hand by the government; Trotsky ordered his troops 'to
shoot the Kronstadt "rebels" down like partri dges', and en
trusted the task to Toukhatchevsky, a m i l itary expert taken
over from the Old R egime. On 6 M arch, Trotsky addressed
the following radio appeal to the Kronstadt garrison over the
radio :
The Workers' and Peasants' Government has decided to
reassert its authority w ithout delay, both over Kronstadt and
over the mutinous battleships, and to put them at the d isposal
of the Soviet Republic. I therefore order all those who have
ra ised a hand against the Social ist Fatherland, i mmed iately to
lay down their weapons. Those who resist will be disarmed and
put at the d isposal of the Soviet Command. The arrested com
m issars and other representatives of the Government must be
freed i mmediately. Only those who surrender u nconditionally
will be able to count on the clemency of the Sovi et Republic. I
am meanwhi l e giv ing orders that everyth ing be prepared to
smash the revolt and the rebels by force of arms. The res
ponsi bility for the disasters which will affect the civi lian popu237
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lation must fall squarely on the heads of the White Guard
i nsurgents.
'Signed : TROTSKY, President of the M i l itary Revolutionary
Council of the Soviet Republic.
t K A M ENEV, * Glavkom (Commanding Ollicer) .'
No matter how often the workers of Kronstadt affirmed
their loyalty to Soviet Socialism, Kronstadt, l i ke Carthage, was
destroyed; its appeal to the truth went unheard :
'

TO A L L , TO A L L , T O A L L '

'Comrades, workers, red soldiers and sailors! Here i n Kron
stadt we know full well how much you and your w ives and
your chi ldren are suffering under the iron rule of the Party. We
have overthrown the Party-dominated Soviet. The Prov isional
R evolutionary Committee i s today starting elections to a new
Soviet. It will be freely elected, and it wi l l reflect the wishes of
the whole working population, and of the garrison - and not
just those of a handful of Party members.
'Our cause is just. We stand for the power of the soviets,
not for that of the Party. We stand for freely elected repre
sentatives of the toiling masses. Deformed soviets, dominated
by the Party, have remained deaf to our pleas. Our appeals
have been answered with bullets.
'The workers' patience is becoming exhausted. So now they
are seeking to pacify you with crumbs. On Zinov iev's orders
the m i l itia barrages have been withdrawn. Moscow has allo
cated ten million gold roub les for the purchase o f foodstufTs
and other articles of first necessity. But we know that the
Pctrograd proletariat will not be bought over in th is way. Over
the heads of the Party, we hold out to you the fraternal hand
of revolutionary Kronstadt.
'Comrades, you are being deceived. And truth is being dis
torted by the basest of calumnies.
'Comrades, don't allow yourselves to be m isled.
'In Kronstadt, power is in the hands of the sailors, of the
+ This Kamenev was a n ex-Tsarist officer, now co llaborat i n g w i t h t h e
Soviet G o vernme n t . He wa s a d i fferent Kamenev from the o n e s h o t by
the Stal i nists in
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red soldiers and of the revolutionary workers. It is not in the
hands of White Guards commanded by General Kozlovsky,
as Moscow Radio lyingly asserts.
'Signed : The Provisional Revolutionary Committee.'
Kronstadt, as Voline has rightly pointed out, was a genuine
attempt by the workers to run their own l ives, without the
help of political leaders, tutors, or shepherds. And Alexander
Berkmann added : 'Kronstadt destroyed the myth of the
workers' state; it provided the proof of an incompatibil ity
between the d ictatorsh ip of the Communist Party and the
R evolut ion .'
The K ronstadt iz vestia had this to say : ' Be carefu l, Trot
sky! You may escape the judgement of the people, you may
shoot down innocent men and women by the score, but even
you cannot k i l l the truth .'
And o n 8 M arch, the rebels wrote : 'At K ronstadt the foun
dation stone has been laid of the Third Revolution. This will
break the final chains which still bind the working masses and
will open up new paths of soc ialist creatio n .'
I t i s in the l ight of the events of February I 9 I 7, and M arch
I 92 I , that we must read the follow ing text by Trotsky : 'It has
been said more than once that we have substituted the dic
tatorship of the Party for the dictatorship of the sov i ets. How
ever, we can claim withou t fear of contrad iction that the
d ictatorsh ip of the soviets was only made possible by the d ic
tatorsh ip of the Party . . . I n fact there has been no substi tution
at all, si nce the Commun ists express the fundamental interests
of the working class . . . (In a revolutionary period) the Com 
mun ists become t h e true representatives of t h e working c lass
as a whole.'
Now this is the very essence of Bolshev ism : the working
class is i ncapable of socialist consciousness, of making a revo
lution, of running soc ialist society - hence the Party must step
in on its behalf and, if necessary, ignore the 'temporary a ber
rations' of the proletariat. What then is the meani ng of the
phrase 'the emancipation of the workers can only be achieved
by the workers themselves' ? Len in's answer was that the 'dom i239
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nation by the work ing class rests on the Constitu tion, in the
new property system'. De Gaulle ought to take a leaf out of h is
book: enshrine workers' control in the French Constitution but
leave the real power with the bourgeoisie as heretofore, si nce
running society, according to Lenin, requires a kind of ski ll the
working class does not have . Fancy a cook running a min istry !
And so, when the party robbed the workers and the sovi ets
of their powers, they were obviously acting in the best i nterests
of what was no more than an ignorant and illiterate mass.
And if only the Party can wield power for them, only the
Party must be allowed to w ield power. Let us l isten to Trotsky
again : \ 'But \ who l will l guarant\e e, l some l ev il tongues have asked,
that your party alone represents the cause of h istorical devel
opment? In suppressing or overshadowing the other parties,
they say, you have rid yourself of political r ivals, and hence
prevented any chance of evaluating the correctness of your
own l ine of conduct.' Before looking at Trotsky's reply to h i s
own rhetorical question, w e must repeat that n o t only had
the Bolshev ik leaders squashed all opposition outside the
Party, but that they had also outlawed all opposition within
the Party - as Trotsky himself was to discover when his turn
came to challenge the authority of Stalin. But let us hear what
he sa id at the time : 'This question refl ects purely liberal ideas
on the progress of the revo lution. At a period when all antago
n ists came out into the open and when the political struggle
becomes transformed into Civ i l War, the party in power has
other statistics for evaluating the correctness of its line of con
duct than the c irculation figures of M enshev i k journals . . .
Noske tried to squash the Communists but their numbers kept
grow ing, whereas we succeeded in demolish ing the M enshe
v iks and the Social Revolutionaries until nothing remained of
them . Th is criterion suffices us.'
It suffices us as well. The German Social Democrat Noske
d id smash the German Revolution while the number of Com
munists kept i ncreasing, but all this proves is that Trotsky was
good at figures and not necessarily at political analysis. In fact,
the German Communist Party enjoyed full parliamentary im
munity i n the Weimar Republic. However, as soon as H itfer
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took power in 1 93 3 , not only the number o f Jews but also that
of G erman Communists diminished by l eaps and bounds. Is
this a j ustification o f Hitlerism ? Again, the number of Trot
skyists in R ussia dwindled to almost noth ing from 1 923 to
1 940. Is this a Trotskyist justification of Stalinism? A l l it proves
is the power of the repressive system.
In 1 92 1 , the fate of the Russian R evolution was fi nally sealed
and the bureaucracy triumphed. Henceforth it wou ld grow
daily in strength. It is not surpr ising that the working class,
hav ing been weakened by years of civil war and famine and
then by the destruction of the soviets, should have stood by
passively while Trotsky h imself was 'liqu i dated'. Stalin could
even perm i t h imself the indulgence of call i ng Trotsky 'the
patriarch of all bureaucrats'.
As far as we are concerned there is no break between the
i deology of the old Bolshev ik Party and that o f the new
bureaucracy.
'The d irection of the proletariat, acting through a clandes
tine and discipli ned party, and run by intellectuals turned pro
fess ional revolutionaries, had no need to come to terms w ith
other managerial classes, and so became the absolute d ictator
of society.' (Guy Debord : La Societe du Spectacle .)
Now, while i t is u ndeniable that the Russian R evolution took
place in a backward country - one in which the peasantry was
predomi nant, that it was isolated, largely due to the failure of
the German revolution, a nd that it was severely weakened by
the Civil War, these general factors can i n no way explain the
specific turn i t took. For i nstance, like the Commune of 1 87 1
o r l i ke the G erman revolution, i t might have been smashed
from without and replaced by the old capital ist system . Even
the i ntroduction o f state capitalism m ight have taken qu ite d i f
ferent forms than i t did, i n fact, take in the Sov iet U n io n . M ore
over, backwardness and isolat ion have long been overcome :
today the Soviet U n ion is a powerful industrial giant w ith a n
empire that covers more than h a l f o f Europe. N o , t h e specific
failure o f the R ussian R evolution must be laid squarely at the
door of the Bolshevik party. That failure was far more signifi
cant even than the defeat of the French Commune at the hands
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of reaction, of the Spanish Revolution at the hands of Franco,
or the Hu ngarian uprising by Krushchev's tanks - simply be
cause the Russian Revolution had triumphed over the forces
of external reaction only to succumb to the bureaucracy the
R evolution i tself had engendered. It forces us to reflect on the
nature of workers' powers and on what we mean by socialism.
What i s specific in the degeneration of the Russian R evolution
is that, while the 'revolutionary' party retai ned power, the
working class itself lost it; that i t was their own party that
defeated the workers, and not the classica l forces of the
counter-revolution. What Rosa Luxemburg had to say about
the German revolution, just before her death, applies i n full to
the Russian Revolution as well : 'In all previous revolutions,
the contenders were ranged on two clear sides, class against
class, programme against programme. In the present revolu
tion, the defenders of the old order do not fight u nder the
banner of the ruling class, but under the social democratic
banner .'
The only difference is that i n Germany, the Social Demo
crats served as a front for the bourgeoisie, while in R ussia, the
Bolshevik wing of the Social Democratic Party took the place
of the bourgeo isie. From 1 9 1 8 to 1 92 1 , the Bolsheviks were
concerned to give Russia a well-organized economy based on
the then capitalist model, i .e . State capita lism. This i s a term
that kept recurring in Lenin's writings. And what he and Trot
sky said time and again was that Russia must learn from the
advanced capitalist countries, that there is only one way of
developing production : the application of capitalist ideas on
management and industrial rationalization . Trotsky, for ex
ample, believed that the actual organization of the army did
not matter so long as i t fought on the right side. Thus an army
is not bourgeois because of its structure (e.g. hierarchy and
discipline) but only i f it serves the bourgeoisie. Similarly an
industrial system is not considered bourgeois because its d isci
pline, h ierarchy, and i ncentives (bonuses, piece work, etc.) are
those used by the bourgeois system. All that matters, appar
ently, is whose power is enshrined in what Lenin so proudly re
ferred to as h is 'constitution'. The idea that the same means
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cannot serve different ends, that ne ither the army nor a factory
are simple ' i nstruments' but soc ial ist structures embodying
productive relationsh ips and hence the real power - this i dea,
so obv ious to M arx ists, was completely 'forgotten'. True, the
Bol shev iks abolished private property, and 'the anarchy of
the market', but the practical reorganization of capitalist pro
d uction when i t came, took none of the forms the R ussian
Social Democrats had envisaged during twenty years o f de
bate. The revolutionary bureaucracy which directed the pro
letariat and seized the State mach ine imposed a new form of
class domination on society.' (Guy Debord : La Societe du
Spectacle .)
The most u nshakeable belief of the Communist Party, i n 
deed of every party o f the Bolshev i k type, i s precisely that i t
must d irect t h e R evolution as wel l as the economy . T h e only
Communi sts to challenge this v iew at the t ime were a handful
of clear -sighted comrades, includ ing Rosa Luxemburg, Anton
Pannekoek and the far- le ft G erman K APD who, before and
after the Revolution, stressed the fact that centra l ization was
bound to dampen the spontaneity and self-confidence of the
masses. The reason why the Bolshev i k Party was able to usher
in a counter-revo lution, is because i t has crushed, rather than
led, the proletariat; because no organization can represent the
proletariat; whenever a m inority acts in the name of the pro
letariat it acts only to betray them in the end . The defeat o f all
the opposition grou ps inside the Party - the Left- w i ng Com
munists in 1 9 1 8, the Centra l ist Democrats in 1 9 1 9 and finally
the Workers· Opposition in 1 921 - are so many nails in the
coffin of the R ussian proletariat. The Workers' Opposition,
despite its theoretical confusion and weakness, was neverthe
less r ight to assert that the workers must rebu ild the soc ial
edifice from top to bottom. The Workers' Opposition was the
last voice i nside the official M arx ist movement to call for direct
control, to express confidence i n the creative capacity of the
proletariat, to procla i m that the socialist revo lution must usher
in a new per iod in human h istory. This was the voice o f the
Kronstadt workers and so clear and loud was their message
that it could only be s i lenced with cannon .
243

The Strategy and Nature of Bolshevism
No matter what Trotskyist h istoriographers may tell us to
day, it was not in 1 927 nor in 1 923 nor even in 1 920, but i n 1 9 1 8
and under the personal leadership of Trotsky and Len in that
the social revolution became perverted - a fact Trotsky could
never u nderstand - simply because he h imsel f was one of its
prime architects. Thus twenty years later, when Trotsky
founded the Fourth International in opposition to Stalinism,
he conveniently forgot that he himself had fired on those who
grasped its horrors as early as 1 920. At that stage he still saw
fit to assert :
'There is good reason for bel iev ing that the K APD (German
Communist Workers' Party) under its present adventurist and
anarchist leadersh ip, will not submit to the decisions of the
International, and finding itself out in the cold, will probably
try to form a Fourth International. In the course of th is Con
gress, Comrade Kollontai has sounded this very note, although
rather muted. It is no secret to anyone that our Party alone i s
the true mainspring o f the Communist International. However,
Comrade Kollonta i has depicted conditions i n our party i n
such a way that, i f she were right, the workers, with Comrade
Kollontai at the head, must sooner of later start a 'third revo
lution' and establish a true soviet system. But why the third
revolution and not the fourth, since the third revolution in the
name of the 'true' soviet system has already been made i n
Kronstadt, during February? There are quite a few left-wing
extremists left in Holland, and perhaps i n other countries as
well. I cannot tell if all of them have been taken into con
si deration; what I do know is that their number i s not very
great, and they are unlikely to swell into a torrent inside a
Fourth International, if perchance i t should ever be estab
l ished .' (Trotsky, quoted in Nou velle Etape.)
If we have tried to show how stuck the Bolshevik Party
was in the old rut, and how m ired down, it was only to stress
that, for this reason alone, it was incapable of emancipating
the workers. 'Forty years of consistent counter-revolution go
to make up the history of modern Bolshevism. The Bolsheviks
are wrong because it is no longer 1 920, and even in 1 920 they
were wrong.' (De Ia misere en milieu etudiant.)
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We have d igressed at such length on the Russian R evolu
tion because it h ighl ights all the problems and conflicts be
setting the working-class movement even in our day. It is
h ighly important not only because it shows how a revolution
was made, but also what a revolution shou ld not be .

v

By Way of Conclusion

C'est pour toi que tu fais la revolution

There is no such thing as an isolated revolutionary act. Acts
that can transform society take place i n association with
others, and form part of a genera l movement that follows its
own laws of growth . All revolutionary act ivi ty is collective,
a nd hence i nvo lves a degree of organization. What we chal
lenge i s not the need for this but the need for a revolutionary
leadersh ip, the need for a party.
Central to my thesis is a n analysis o f the bureaucratic pheno
menon, which I have examined from various v iewpo ints. For
examp le, I have looked at the French workers' u n ions and
parties and shown that what is wrong with them is not so
much their r igid ity and treachery as the fact that they have
become i ntegrated i nto the overal l bureaucratic system of the
capitalist state .
The emergence of bureaucratic tendencies on a world scale,
the conti nuous concentration of capital, and the i ncreasing
i ntervention of the State in economic and socia l matters, have
produced a new manager ial class whose fate is no longer bound
up with that of the private ownership o f the means of pro
duction.
It i s i n the light o f this bureaucratization that the Bolshevi k
Party has been studied. Although i ts bureaucratic nature i s
not, of course, its only character istic, it is true t o say that Com
munists, a nd also Trotskyists, M aoists and the rest, no less than
the capitalist State, all look upon the proletariat as a mass that
needs to be di rected from above. As a resu lt, democracy
degenerates into the ratification at the bottom of decisions
taken at the top, and the class struggle i s forgotten while the
leaders jockey for power within the pol itical h i erarchy .
T h e o bjections t o Bolshev ism a r e not s o m u c h moral a s
249

By Way of Conclusion
soci ological; what we attack is not the evi l conduct of some
of i ts leaders but an organizational set-up that has become its
one and only justification.
The most forceful champion of a revolutionary party was
Lenin, who in his What is to be done? argued that the prole
tariat is unable by itself to reach a 'scientific' u nderstanding of
society, that i t tends to adopt the prevai l ing, i.e. the bourgeois,
i deology.
Hence it was the essential task of the P1arty to rid the workers
of this i deology by a process of political education which
could only come to them from without. Moreover, Lenin tried
to show that the Party can only overcome the class enemy by
turni ng itself i nto a professional revolutionary body in which
everyone is allocated a fixed task. Certain of i ts infallibility,
a Party appoints itself the natural spokesman and sole defender
of the i nterests of the working class, and as such wields power
on their behal f - i .e. acts as a bureaucracy.
We take quite a different v iew : far from having to teach the
masses, the revolutionary's job is to try to u n derstand and ex
press their common aspirations; far from being Leni n's 'tribune
of the people who uses every manifestation of tyranny and
oppress ion . . . to explain his Socialist convictions and his
Socia l Democratic demands', the real mil itant must encourage
the workers to struggle on their own behalf, and show how
their every struggle can be used to drive a wedge into capitalist
society. If he does so, the militant acts as an agent of the
people and no longer as their leader.
The setting up of any party i nevitably reduces freedom of the
people to freedom to agree with the party.
In other words, democracy is not suborned by bad leader
ship but by the very existence of leadership. Democracy can
not even exist within the Party, because the Party itself is not a
democratic organization, i .e . i t is based upon authority and not
on representation. Lenin realized full well that the Party is an
artificial creation, that it was imposed upon the working class
'from without'. Moral scruples have been swept aside: the l Party
is 'right' if i t can impose i ts v iews upon the masses and wroni
i f i t fails to do so. For Lenin, the whole matter ends there. In
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his State and R e volu tion , Lenin did not even raise the problem
of the relationship between the people and the Party R evolu
tionary power was a matter of fact, based upon people who
are prepared to fight for it; the paradox is that the Party 's
programme, endorsed by these people, was precisel y : All
power to the Soviets! But whatever its programme, in retro
spect we can see that the Party, because of its basic conception,
is bound to bring in privilege and bureaucracy, and w e must
wash our hands of all organizations of this sort. To try and
pretend that the Bolshev i k Party is truly democratic i s to
deceive oneself, and this, at least, is a n error that Lenin h i mself
never comm itted .
What then i s our concept ion of the role of the revolu
tionary? To begin w ith, we are convinced that the revol u 
t ionary cannot a n d must n o t be a leader . R evolutionaries are
a m ilitant m inority drawn from various social strata, people
who band together because they share an i deology, and who
pledge themselves to struggle against oppression, to dispel the
mystification of the r u l ing classes and the bureaucrats, to pro
claim that the workers can only defend themselves and build
a socialist society by taking their fate into their own h ands,
believ i ng that po litical maturity comes only from revo lutionary
struggle and di rect action.
By their action, m i l itant m inorities can do no more than
support, encourage, and clarify the struggle. They must always
guard against any tendency to become a pressure group out
side the revolutionary movement of the masses . When they
act, it must always be with the masses, and not as a faction.
For some time, the 22 M arch M ovement was remarkable
only for i ts radical political line, for i ts methods of attack often spontaneous - and for its non-bureaucratic structure. Its
objectives and the role it coul d play became clear only during
the events of May a nd June, when it attracted the support of
the working class. These m i l itant students whose dynamic
theories emerged from their practice, were i mitated by others,
who developed new forms of action appropriate to their own
situation. The result was a mass movement unencumbered by
the u sual chains of command. By challenging the repressive
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nature of their own i nstitution - the university - the revolu
tionary students forced the state to show its hand, and the
brutality with which it did so caused a general revulsion and
led to the occupation of the factories and the general strike.
The mass intervention of the working class was the greatest
achievement of our struggle; it was the first step on the path
to a better society, a path that, alas, was not followed to the
end. The militant minorities fai led to get the masses to follow
their example : to take collective charge of the running of
society. We do not believe for a single moment that the
workers are i ncapable of taking the next logical step beyond
occupying the factories - which is to run them on their own.
We are sure that they can do what we ourselves have done
in the u n iversities. The militant minorities must continue to
wage their revolutionary struggle, to show the workers what
their trade unions try to make them forget : their own gigantic
strength . The distribution of petrol by the workers i n the re
fineries and the local strike committees shows clearly what
the working class is capable of doing once it puts its mind to
it .
During the recent struggle, many student militants became
hero-worshi ppers of the working class, forgetting that every
group has its own part to play in defending its own i nterests,
and that, during a period of total confrontation, these interests
converge.
The student movement must follow its own road - only
thus can it contribute to the growth of mil itant mi norities in
the factor ies and workshops. We do not pretend that we can
be leaders in the struggle, but it is a fact that small revolu
tionary groups can, at the right time and place, rupture the
system decisively and irreversibly.
During May and June, 1 968, the emergence of a vast chai n
of workers' committees and sub-committees by-passed the
calcified structure of the trade u nions, and tried to call to
gether all workers i n a struggle that was their own and not
that of the various trade union bureaucracies. It was because
of this that the struggle was carried to a higher stage . It is
absurd and romantic to speak of revolution with a capital R
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and to think of i t as resu lting from a single, decis iv e action.
The revolutionary process grows and i s strengthened daily not
only in revolt aga inst the boredom of a system that prevents
people from seeing the 'beach u nder the pavi ng stones' but
also i n our determination to make the beach open to all.
If a revolutionary movement i s to succeed, no form of
organ ization whatever must be al lowed to dam its spontaneous
flow. It must evolve its own forms and structures.
In May and June, many groups with these i deas came i nto
being; here is a pamphlet put out by the ICO, not as a plat
form or programme for action, but as a basis for d iscussion
by the workers :
'The a i m of this group is to u ni te those workers who have
lost confidence i n the traditional labour organizations - part ies
and trade u n ions.
'Our own experi ences have shown us that modern trade
unions contri bute towards stabi lizing and preservi n g the ex
ploitative system.
'They serve as regulators of the labour market, they use
the workers' struggle for political ends, they are the hand
maidens of the rul ing class i n the modern state.
'It is up to the workers to defend their own i nterests and to
struggle for their own emancipation.
'Workers, we must try to u nderstand what is being done to
u s all, and denounce the trade u n ions with their spurious claims
that they alone can help us to help ourselves.
'In the class struggle we i ntervene as workers together, and
not on the basis of our job, which can only split our ranks. We
are in favour of setting up committees in wh ich the greatest
number of workers can play an active part. We defend every
non-sectar ian and non-secti onal claim of the work ing class,
every claim that is in the declared interest of all. We support
everyth ing that widens the struggle and we oppose everything
that tends to weaken i t . We are in favour of international con
tacts, so that we may also get i n touch with workers i n other
parts of the world and d iscuss our common problems w ith
them .
'We have been led to question all exploitative societies, a l l
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organizations, and tackle such general problems as state capital
ism, bureaucratic management, the abolition of the state and of
wage-slavery, war, racism, "Social ism", etc _ Each of us is entitled
to present his own point of view and remains entirely free to
act in whatever way he th inks best in his own factory_ We be
l ieve i n spontaneous resistance to all forms of domination, not
in representation through the trade u nions and political
parties_
'The workers' movement forms a part of the class struggle
because i t promotes practical confrontations between workers
and exploiters. It is for the workers alone to say how, why
and where we are all to struggle. We cannot in any way fight
for them; they alone can do the job. All we can do is give them
information, and learn from them in return. We can contri bute
to discussions, so as to clarify our common exper ience, and
we can also help to make their problems and struggle known
to others.
'We believe that our struggles are m i lestones on the road to
a society that will be run by the workers themselves .' (Infor
mation et Correspondance Ou vrieres) .
From the views expressed by this and other groups, we can
get some idea of the form that the movement of the future
must take. Every small action committee no l ess than every
mass movement which seeks to improve the l ives of all men
must resolve :
( I ) to respect and guarantee the p lurality and diversity of
po litical currents within the revolutionary mainstream . It must
accordingly grant minority groups the right of independent
action - only if the plurality of ideas is allowed to express
itself in social practice does this idea have any real meaning;
(2) to ensure that all delegates are accountable to, and sub
ject to immediate recall by, those who have elected them, and
to oppose the i ntroduction of specialists and specialization at
every step by widening the skill and knowledge of all;
(3) to ensure a continuous exchange of i deas, and to oppose
any control of i nformation and knowledge;
(4) to struggle against the formation of any kind of
h ierarchy;
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(5) to abolish all artificia l distinctions with i n labour, i n par
ticular between manual and intel lectual work, and d iscr i mina
tion o n grounds of sex;
(6) to ensure that all factor ies and businesses are r u n by
those who work in them;
( 7) to rid ourselves, in practice, of the Judaeo-Christian
ethic, with its call for renunciation and sacrifice. There is only
one reason for being a revolutionary - because i t i s the best
way to live.
R eaction, wh ich is bound to become more and more violent
as the revo lutionary movement increases its i mpact on society,
forces us to look to our defences . But our main task is to keep
on challenging the traditional bureaucratic structures both i n
the government and also i n the working-class movements.
How can anyone represent anyone else? All we can do is to
i nvolve them . We can try and get a few movements going,
i nject politics i nto all the structures of society, i nto the Youth
Clubs, Youth Hoste ls, the YM CA and the Saturday N ight
dance, get out o n to the streets, out on to all the streets of a l l
t h e towns. T o bring r e a l politics i nto everyday l i f e is t o g e t r id
of the politicians. We must pass from a critique of the u n iver
sity to the anti -university, open to a l l . Our challenge of the
collective control of knowledge by the bourgeoisie must be
radical and intransigent.
The multipl ication of nuclei of confrontation decentralizes
political life a nd neutral izes the repressive i nfluence of the
rad io, television and party politics. Every time we beat back
intimidation on the spot, we are stri king a blow for freedom .
To break out from isolation, we must carry the struggle to
every market place and not create M essianic organ izations
to do the job for us. We reject the policy committee and the
editorial board.
In the event, the students were defeated in th eir own
struggle. The weakness of our movement is shown by the fact
that we were unable to hold on to a single faculty - the re
capture of the factories by the CRS (with the help of the
CGT) might well have been halted by the working class, had
there been a determ ined defence of a single 'red base'. But
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this i s mere speculation. What is certa in is that the movement
must look carefu lly at its actions in May and June and draw
the correct lessons for the future. The type of organ ization we
must build can neither be a vanguard nor a rearguard, but
must be r ight in the thick of the fight. What we need is not
organization with a capital 0, but a host of i nsurrectional cells,
be they i deological groups, study groups - we can even use
street gangs .
Effective revolutionary action does not spring from 'indi
vidual' or 'external' needs - i t can only occur when the two
coincide so that the distinction itself breaks down. Every group
must find its own form, take its own action, and speak i ts own
language. When all have learnt to express themselves, in har
mony with the rest, we sha ll have a free society.
Reader, you have come to the end of this book, a book that
wants to say only one thing : between us we can change this
rotten society. Now, put on your coat and make for the nearest
ci nema . Look at their deadly love-making on the screen. Isn't
it better in real l ife? Make up your m ind to learn to love. Then,
during the interval, when the first advertisements come on, pick
u r your tomatoes or, if you prefer, your eggs, and chuck them .
Then get out into the street, and peel off all the latest govern
ment proclamations until underneath you discover the message
of the days of May and June.
Stay awh ile in the street. Look at the passers-by and remind
yourself : the last word has not yet been sa id. Then act. Act
with others, not for them. Make the revolution here and now.
It is your own . C'est pour toi que tu fais Ia revolution .

