
12 anniversary

Much has changed in the half 
century since the revolutionary 
events of May 1968 in France. At 
that time there was still a ‘cold war’ 
between states with very different 
social systems - capitalism and 
private ownership of industry in 
the West and Stalinism in the East, 
based on bureaucratically run 
state ownership. But the ruling 
elites on both sides of the ‘iron 
curtain’ feared revolutions from 
below, which would see power 
in the hands of democratically 
elected representatives of the 
working class. The greatest 
general strike in history - when 
ten million workers paralysed the 
‘strong state’ of president Charles 
de Gaulle - showed that such a 
revolution was possible.

The month of revolution in France was 
preceded by a number of important strikes 
and unrest among students in schools 
and universities. Workers’ living and 
working conditions were lagging behind 
economic growth. Inflation was eating 
into wages. In some of the big factories, 
production lines were literally policed by 
armed men hired by the bosses.
Students in the universities and schools 
were angry about overcrowded classes, 
lack of flexibility in their courses and 
graduate unemployment. By the end of 
April 1968, armed police were sent in 
against their occupations and peaceful 
demonstrations. Battles raged and 
barricades were erected in the streets of 
Paris. Hundreds of students were arrested, 
hundreds more were hospitalised.

Strikes spread
It was not long before young workers 
joined in the demonstrations and the 
trade unions were forced to call solidarity 
action. A one-day official general strike 
on 13 May saw five million workers 
around the country take action and one 
million on the march in Paris. The leaders 
of the sizeable ‘Communist’ Party (CP) 

had hoped this would act like the valve 
on a pressure cooker and that workers 
would be content to go back to work.
No one could have predicted the speed 
with which the strike movement would 
develop as workforces across the country 
followed the example set by young 
workers at Sud-Aviation in Nantes who 
decided to stay on strike and lock their 
bosses up in their offices!
Car factories were occupied, shipyards, 
coal mines, schools, offices, hospitals, 
depots, theatres... Mass meetings were 
held, committees set up, red flags 
hoisted. Farmworkers began sit-ins 
at farms and depots and their unions 
called for a national demonstration on 
24 May. The forces of the state began to 
mutiny. By Friday 24 May, ten million 
workers - more than half of France’s 
total workforce - were on strike. Violent 
battles raged on the streets of Paris.
On 25 May, tripartite talks began between 
the government, the bosses and the trade 
union leaders (who were still insisting 
that the struggle was not political!) After 
three days and nights of talks behind 
closed doors, a generous package of 
reforms was agreed on wages, holidays, 
working time, etc. These reforms were 
the product of revolutionary events but 
they did not quench the thirst of the 
millions of workers occupying their 
workplaces. They rejected them.

Revolutionary situation
A classical revolutionary situation had 
developed. The ruling layer in tatters, 
the middle class clearly on the side of the 

working class and adopting its methods 
of struggle. The French working class 
was fully in action and ready for a fight 
to the finish. Workers in neighbouring 
countries were refusing to do the work 
of the striking French workers - printing 
government material, moving goods in 
or out of the country. What could have 
been done to complete the revolution? 
Linking up the strike committees on a 
local, regional and national level to form 
an alternative government.
In Nantes, a committee was formed early 
in the movement, of representatives of 
workers, students and small farmers, 
which took control in the region of Loire 
Atlantique over every aspect of society 
- production, distribution and exchange. 
Food was brought into the towns by the 
small farmers, prices and fares were held 
down, the police were made redundant 
by students and workers patrolling the 
neighbourhoods. If similar representative 
bodies had developed in every region and 
sent elected delegates on to a national 
council, committees of struggle could 
have become organs of workers’ rule.
But the leaders of the major union 
federations and the Communist Party of 
France wanted a successful revolution 
the least. If workers could take power 
in a developed industrial economy, they 
knew, it would inspire the workers of 
the Soviet Union to throw the parasitic 
bureaucracy off their backs and 
reconstruct genuine workers’ democracy. 
They literally betrayed the French 
revolution.
This is an edited version of an article 
that first appeared on Socialistworld.net 
on 25 May 2018.
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Workers occupy the factory of car manufacturer Citroen.


