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Student unrest received international attention during the
1950's, Riots, strikes, and demonstrations disrupted colleges and
uniférsities in almost every country. Although students have al-
ways been politicaliy active, the magnitude and the international

character of the new wave of revolt shocked scholars andrstates-

men alike,

The postwar "Baby Boom" was a central factor in the sudden in-
crease in student unrest, At first, as the world was dividing it-

self into two camps during the initial stages of the ColdIWar. the
demographic change was a blessing. The new consumers helped the

world economy adjust back into peacetime production. As the "Boom"

matured, problems in the economy and society developed. In the

1950°'s, the primary and secondary school systems were flooded with

too many students. In the 1960's, the influx of youth entered the

universities and the job market, which were designed for smaller



numbers. Most nations could not adjust; unemployment, .ésbech;'

ly among the young, became a serious problem, the wor;d econ

fluctuated, and the universities feel apart, The increasing ‘li.:

rollment caused an increase in the number of graduates, ang Wiﬁ"'
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the growth of the 1950's no longer present, even thée future op
1
college graduates was not guaranteed,

The troubles in society created discontent amqng the Young'g,:
generation and the student reaction to the chahge started violént;
ly in Japan during 1959 and 1960. In 1964, unrest began in the 1

United States and, a year later, Europe. On the continent, the

universities, weighed down by centuries of tradition, their rigid
bureaucratic structure, and distant préfessors, faced a new gener-

ation of students who were woorried about their future and demand-Af

ed change, Spanish students wanted their schooéls to be indepen-
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dent from the government. German students wanted to create "Cri-

tical Universities."” Italian students wanted nothing more:than

o e s

the complete destruction of their colleges.

The French students were the last in western Europe to rise
in protest; Only the Italian system rivaled their universities -
for ineffectiveness: Over two-thirds of the students eﬁrélled in
1962 survived the three years of required study and received a
licence? The rapidly expanding national system was édministered
by the Ministry of Education in Paris, which enforced strict aca- ‘
demic conformity throughout the nation with a bureaucracy designed
for the 1950's and rules regarding teaching essentially unchanged
since the reign of Napoleon III. !

Student protests in France are commonplace occurrances, but
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during the 1960's the protests turned against the university sys-

tem, There was an activist minority'within the student population,
but before the Events of May and June, 1§68. its influence over

the apolitical majority was slight; The activists were divided
along issues and regions, Before the crisis, lérgq pfotests, scat-
tered in various uniﬁérsity cities, did occur, but there was no
national movement or uniting issue present, When the increase in
enrollment strained the university system, the radicais were giv-
en a new issue which bridged all regional'and political divisions,
but the mass participation did not occur until May 1968,

Approaching the French student movement and the Events of May

and June, 1968, historically, two separate "movements" appear to

mesh during the crisis, The first is a radical leadership or elite

whose ideology of opposition to the:university and the state devel-
opédVQears bvefore the Events, The second is a mass reaction, sta-

ged by the "Baby Boom" and activated by the mistakes made by uni-

versity and government officials, The leadership grafted itself

onto the larger group and redirected the mass discontent against

the university system to challenge the entire nation and society;
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Some of the first explanations came from the leader,

o i . Daniel C :

Maction groups" who directed the revolt ohn- Bend the
speaker" of the March 22 Movement, believes that the EVents

- ginning of a youth revolt whlch would one day tear down the 50c1 l &

des1gned by and for capitalists and bureaucrats. In ‘Obsolete Co

‘the Left-Wing Alternative, Cohn-Bendit points to French soc1ety .
cause of the Cl‘lSlS.l Dlsgusted by "the dead, empty lives of theu- p-‘""

are,

and alienated by the unlversny system that served the technocracy, ; b

students wanted a change. Sensing the opportunl ty, radicals Wltlun the
student body transformed disgust and alienation into rebellion, T
Dan1e1 Ben Said and Henri Weber members of the Jeunesse commmug

revolutlonnane (Revolutlonary Communist Youth, or J.c.r, ) back-up c:o}m.e\i

Bendit in Mai 1968: une repetition générale. Weber and Ben Said champ;m7

]

< .-the younger generation as the new revolutionary Force in France and the

o
World. They, too, blame French society for the Events- Two "cnsles" -

the ~Stagration of the French economy. and the pr0b1ems within the unzversn].

led to a "crisis of values" 'among the youth.

a commodity exploited by the capltallst elite.

They were tired of bemg

When overcrowding in the

un1ver51ty worsened and the students Tealized that there would not be

took to the Streets,

Raymond Aron, a sociologist who taught at the Sorborne during the

Events, challenges the idealism of the student leaders. He saw nothing

. e
positive in the Events of May and June Instead, Aron believes that th

- : er
student movement broke down "the wall of the old order through which oth

. 0 a:ioﬂ
irrational, unpredictable forces may f]oOd.uz Aron presents his explan




[

of the student movement and the national crisis it sparked in The

Elusive Revolution, a combination of his newspaper articles, which
appeared in "Le Figaro" during May and June, 1968, and his responses

to questions posed by Alain Duhamel, a writer for "Le Monde." According
to Aron, the overcrowded classrooms and the rigidity of the university
bureaucraéy frustrated the students. The revolt came when a handful of
students, without enough patience to wait for reform, decided to disrupt

the system, Their revolt was a "psycho.drama': A true revolution was im-

possible without the support of the Parti communiste franigis (French

Community Party, or P.c.f.) and the labor unions, so the radicals vented

their frustration in a reinactment of the Great Revolution of 1789.

It may have been senseless, but the student revolt somehow led to
a national crisis. Aron gives the radicals credit for sparking the strike§
‘that paralyzed Francé, but he believes that was caused by four problems
in French society: The lack of intermediary groups between the individual
and the state through which the public could channel its grievances; the
lack of mutual cooperation outside of "bureaucratic hierarchieﬁ”; the
rigidity of all government and capitalist bureaucracies; and de Gaulle's

monetary policies which raised unemployment, slowed economic growth, and

angered the nation. These factors gave France enough reasons to follow the

example of the students and strike.3

To Alain Touraine, a sociologist who observed the growth of the

movement at Nanterre University, the conflicts of May and June, 1968, were

not a "psycho-drama," Touraine presents the rebellion as a serious event

in French history which revealed the contradictions within the post-industrial

society and "re-invented the class struggle." In The May Movement, Touraine

reunites the student movement with the national crisis, unlike Aron who views
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. aggress1on" wh1ch predeternune the lives of everyone in modern SOCle

‘the two topics as related by separate phenomenon. The events of Ma

and June, 1n Tourame s opinion, were not sparked by any Speufu: ac

rebell:.on agamst the “apparatus of 1ntegrat1on, man1pu1at1on a.nd ?

4 !'
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The rad:Lcal students were not smply venting frustratmns Iﬂ.
stead Touraine belleves that the May crisis was a battle for "Ccntrcu O‘r'
the power to make dECiSILOnS, to 1nf1uence, and to mampulate ,,'5 Tlus

oy

struggle was caused by two contradlctmns inherent in modemlzatmn the

power the technocrats agalnst the nghts of the "worker-—consumer" émd :

£
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‘the "technical and cultural realities of modern society" against "1nheriuﬁ

5

organizational and institutional forms." In other words, the student : 32

movement was part of a broader struggle an update of an older confllct

-iev1ved by the battle between modernization on one hand and the state
university, and social structures on the other which could no longer be
adapted to accomodate change.6

Touraine c1ar1f1es the role of the students as part of a éreatér :;iﬁ

social movement in The Post- Industrial Society.

He dismisses the idea |
of a separate student'rebellion against the university as too simple:

Original protests were 1ndeed dlrected against the unlver51ty structure,‘ L

but as the revolt progressed the students turned their attack aga1nst the

.entire society. Then Touraine rejects the definition of the student move-

ment as anti-capitalist, since there were no clear economic objectives

voiced by student leaders. Touraine prefers to leave the student revolt

as part of a broader movement '"carried out by particular social groups 1"

order to take control of social change. n’?




To define the movement, Touraine separates the different "aspects"
of the revolt from the "dynamics." He names four "aspects", or parts of

French society, that fostered the movement: A university crisis, rigidity

of political institutions, anti-technicisms, and a cultural revolt. The
university crisis was caused by a rapid growth of enrollment and the
accompanied construction of new facilities without any change in the style

and administration of education in France. This angered the students,

J

whose needs were no longer being served by an elitist, competitive univer-

sity systém that eliminated two-thirds of its students before graduation.

The second "aspect”, the rigidity of French political systems, left the
students with no place to turn once the reform efforts initiated by
university administrators failed. When the politicians refused to take

action, the students were forced to express their anger in revolt. The

‘agitation, caused by the university_crisis, and the revolt, caused by the
lack of action by the government, gave birth to an anti-technocratic

movement: The university, an important supplier of staff personnel for
government, businesses, and industries, was linked by student leaders to

the technocracy, and the revolt agéinst the university expanded to a move-

ment against the technocratic state. This in turn became a broader,

cultural revolt when the rest of the nation moved in support of the students;
the movement originally concentrated on and isolated in the universities
then became a nationwide battle between the forces of modernization and the
traditions of French society.9

The "dynamics" of the movement were the actions, by individuals or
groups, which brought the "aspects" together during May and June, 1968,
The leadership of the March 22 Movement, which "amalgamated a disorganized

but rapidly spreading student agitation movement" and shifted student



protests away from the university crisis and onto society as , "‘hOIe
became an important part of the national movement thanks to the Rct
of the university administration: Ordering the police to SUPpress the
demonstrators and the closing of Nanterre broadened the support of the
radicals and shifted the center of the conflict to Paris, where 150 000 ;
students lived. Once the crisis moved into the confrontatlon bEtWeen
students and pollce combined the "aspects' and strengthened the movement
_and the revolt expanded in the end onto a cultural Ievel.10 o :
Touraine's argument is based on structural conflicts and much of A
his terminology is vague. His explanation of the Events reduces the
Scattered protests, acts of repression, and violence to inevitable products?
of the contradictions inherent in society. Bernard Brown, who wrote

Protest in Paris: Anatomy of a Revolt three years after Touraine's May

-'-MOVement, derives his explanation from specific events. He prefaces his -
explanation of the revolt and the student movement with four ﬂprqpositions";
That the revolt was not "a single explosion", but instead a series of

- Stages; that there was no single 'May Movement'", nor were there any large,
homogeneous masses known as '"the students', 'the workers", or was there
anything that could be called "the revolution'; that the crisis was not
spontaneous; and that the student movement was not "play-acting'", as Aron
believes, but a serious event in French history.l1

Using these four points to build his argument, Brown then blames
modernization for causing the crisis. The reconstruction after World War
Two and de Gaulle's economic programs turned France into an "advanced
industrial nation", but with this advancement came troubles. The modern-
ization and rapid change during the post-war years mobilized an opposition

force to the state which, in Brown's words, 'reflected the ambiguity of all




political reactions to the process of modernization:"

Most students, workers, and professionals accepted
- modernization as 2 goal and wished to eliminate archaic
barriers to facilitate mass participation in modern
society. Some wished to quicken the march towards
ever elusive modernization by imposing totaliterian
_control and ruthlessly eliminating all leftovers of
traditionalism. Still others were revolting against

modern society and all its works in order to return
to an idyllic or imagined past. 12

Brown calls the May revolt an anomic reaction, referring to Emile Durkheim's

theory of Anomic, which predicts that when the rules of society breakdown,
as in times of rapid'change, the individual "may react in altogether
unforeseeable ways." Durkheim hypofhésized that apathy and terrorism, two
characteristics of the student population before and during the Events,

as possible reactions of individuals in an anomic state, and Brown uses

Durkheim's theory to explain the reactions of the French nation to

: i fl2
modernization.

Brown uses hindsight to his advantage. His explanation combines
the structural conflicts, which Touraine and Aron identified as the cause

of the revolt, with the reactions of individuals, the university, and the

state, which shaped the Events. In a sense, his theory identifies both

the fuel and the spark of the crisis. Brown improves on Touraine, Aron,
and the student leaders, all of whom gave explanations during or just

after May, 1968, by putting the Events and the student movement in a his-

torical perspective. They were not spontaneous phenomenon nor were they

a single, massive event. He starts his narrative with the "Strasbourg

Scandal" in 1966, although he admits that student protests have been an

"annual event" in France since the Liberation. To find the origin of the

groups which directed the revolt, the narration should begin in 1877, when



the first student society was formed at the University of Nancy_

idea quickly spread throughout the French university systep and on i
Y

= - - ” - - -
1907, delegates from various Association générale des etudiants (DTAQ
chapters met at Lille and created a national association, christenEd

Union nationale des &tudiants de France (National Students’ Uniop, or

U.n.e.F.).

The first associations were not political, and the U.n.e.F, Contj,
in the same tradition. In many respects, it resembled American f?atenﬁf

with expensive fees and a recommendation system regulafing'membership,l4

This function, as a social organization, served the pPre-war student popy-
lation well, as long as the university remained Yelitist" a training
ground for a small class destined to serve in France's state bureaucracy,

and enrollment stayed low.

4

The traumatic experience of the Great War, which killed off a large
portion of France's youth, brought what Jean-Pierre Worms calls '"the
golden era of student folklore" to an end. Education became a serious
business in the inter-war years, as students from the middle classes en-
tered the universities for the first time, in search of a degree to help
-them through the post-war economic troubles. The U.n.e.F, reacted to this
change in the students' attitude and needs. The union became a "cor-

.porate"zs organization to meet the'material needs of its ﬁembers. Member-
ship fees were reduced and the organization's operating costs were covered
by a government subsidy, awarded in 1929. Grants from the government for -
needy students, the establishment of students Trestaurants, subsidized
housing, and improved student health care were some of the accomplishments

15
of the U.n.e.F. in between the world wars.
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