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COMMENT 2 

 
Revolt in France 

 
France today seems determined to create history as she has so often done in the past. For 
the bourgeois and reformist Press the world over that country is merely living through 
one of her episodic crises, perhaps more acute than at any other time in the last thirty odd 
years. A few reforms here and a few concessions there could, according to them, re-
establish the democratic way of life for a long time to come. 
 
In fact, visible signs of anarchy (?) seem to have been growing in a crescendo from about 
the beginning of this month. At the time of writing, nearly all the universities and 
secondary schools in France have been occupied by the students, hundreds of factories 
have been captured and taken over by 5 to 6 million striking workers and the whole 
country is virtually paralysed. Both in its amplitude and depth it far surpasses an ordinary 
general strike or even a generalized gherao. 
 
It all began as a student protest against the monstrosities of the “teaching barracks”. 
Poorly equipped lecture halls where the students could hardly find leg space, an 
educational system with barely any contact between the teachers and the taught, an 
academic administration that initiated the pompous aloofness and the commanding 
attitude of a medieval seigneur in its relationship with the students –all these had been 
alienating the students for quite some time. Moreover, the recent slowing down of the 
industrial expansion in that country threatened the job prospects of hundreds of thousands 
of students. It all came to boiling point over two issues: the student’s right to hold 
political meetings inside the University premises, and the right of women students to 
receive their men-friends inside their hostel rooms. 
 
If these original demands were essentially moderate and reformist, the ultimate objectives 
were quite revolutionary. Student participation at all levels of university management, 
restructuring the courses so that the students can enter into a meaningful dialogue with 
the teaching corps, the end to all examinations, a close interchange between the young 
workers and the students, opening the gates of the universities to every person 
irrespective of his or her educational attainments – these were and are some of the 
slogans. Instead of being pampered as a future members of the ruling class these radicals 
want to obliterate any distinction of social rank between a graduate and a young worker. 
Indeed, as they took over Sorbonne on May 3, throughout that “night of liberty” 
passionate discussions were held without interruption in which hundreds of young 
workers rubbed shoulders with student comrades. 
 



Although the later developments were full of surprises to the outsiders the masterminds 
behind the student agitation had in fact predetermined their strategy to a considerable 
extent. They have banked heavily on the foolish high-handedness of the men in authority: 
every time the latter thundered or sent police to beat up the students, the greater was the 
popular wrath and the reaction more violent. It has reached a point where government 
appears both ridiculous and powerless. 
 
Nurtured by conflicting and also not-so-conflicting ideologies of Lenin, Trotsky, Mao 
and Guevara, the student leaders have been consciously aiming at political power. This 
explains their eagerness to involve workers from the beginning. On the other hand, they 
did not have many illusions about the existing trade unions or political parties. Thus 
UNEF (the French National Union of students), which has been the theatre of turbulent 
doctrinaire squabbles among various Marxist groups, was completely by-passed. The 
communist-led CGT at first opposed the idea of workers occupying the factories; 
paradoxically, the ex-Catholic CFTD was less reluctant. Gradually, the CP and the Left-
wing FGDS and all the central trade union bodies have rallied behind the movement. The 
powerful organization of young peasants, CNJA has entered the arena with gusto. The 
teachers had thrown in their lot much earlier.  
 
By all counts, the present situation is revolutionary. The moment for an ‘honourable and 
amicable settlement’ is perhaps gone. A showdown cannot be averted any more. When 
more than half a crore people have thrown themselves into the fray de-Gaulle’s army or 
police cannot prevail over them by brute force alone. The final outcome is bound to 
depend considerably on the emerging patterns of leadership. Latest reports indicate that 
neither the CP nor its partner, the FGDS, prepared for a political take-over; together they 
may not yet be incapable of sabotaging the movement. But if some new organisatioanal 
links could be forged between the rebellious workers, peasants, students and teachers 
spread all over that country, a revolution could be born even against the wishes of the 
French CP. The time for rejoicing has yet to come, but should de-Gaulle succeed in re-
imposing his authority, neo-Fascism may raise its ugly hand with a vengeance that will 
not spare the Communists. 


