THE MEANING OF MAY 1968
BY GEORGE KATSIAFICAS
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men in power had their universities
students took them.

men in power had their factories

workers took them.

men in power had their radios
journalists took them.

men in power only have their power now

We shall take it. .

—Poster, Beaux-Arts, May 1968

Even though the first seven lines of this poster were true,
the grand finale failed to materialize. Of course, a one- or two-
month long revolution is not possible. But revolution should not
be viewed simply as a mechanistic problem of scizing state
power or as some other technical transformation of the struc-
tures of society. Rather, revolution is a process through which
large numbers of people qualitatively transform the values,
norms, and institutions of socicty—not simply overthrowing the

_George Katsiaficas is a doctoral candidate at the University of Cali-
fornia, San Diego. He is working on a dissertation about social movements
of 1968 and is co-author with M. L. Emory and R. G. Kirkpatrick of
Critical Sociology (Benjamin Cummings Co., forthcoming).
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ctions against United States involvement in Vif:t-
endence movements in underdeveloped countries
were viewed as a means for indigenous control o'f ccon.omies
and peoples long plundered by foreign powers. Nathna}l ll-bcra-
tion for oppressed nations was the other side of socialist mnter-
nationalism in the industrialized countries. _

Students from many parts of the world who were studying
in France participated in the May events. As the student revolt
intensified, foreign students’ residence halls in P?ris were oc-
cupied by their more radical members. Democratic reorganiza-
tion of the residences and support of liberation movements at
home and in France were called for. Of course there were excep-
tions, notably the Brazilians who closed their doors during
May. A Tri-Continental Committee was established in Pax:ls
which proclaimed that “to contest capitalist structures within
a national framework is also to contest the international rela-
tions set up by these structures.”

Bilingual posters urged such seemingly antagonistic groups
as Arabs and Jews to “turn against your common enemy:
imperialism and capitalism.” One of the more significant epi-
sodes of May concerned a demonstration in support of Daniel
Cohn-Bendit, the German-born Jew who was not allowed back
into France after he and the March 22 Movement helped spark
the explosion. As the support demonstration unfolded, 50,000
people including a prominent contingent of Arabs chanted,
“We are all German Jews.”

Foreign workers in France, traditionally considered a threat
to the jobs of French workers, were received as comrades dur-
ing May. (Immigrants from nearby countries had to find work
in French industry, even though they were rarely hired cxcept
for the worst jobs at the lowest pay. For the most part unable
to speak French, these workers were often used by management
to break strikes, or in periods of relative calm, to disrupt com-
munication and organization among thc workers at the point
qf production. Working at the grucling pace of an assembly
linc provided little time or space for discussion, cspecially if
t%lcrc was a Yugoslav on your left and a Portuguese on your
right. Morcover, foreign workers in France generally lived in
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chist elements vaunt as a sign of their revolutionary ardor. We, for
our part, are proud to have restored to the working class what
Aragon so nobly called the colors of France.*

The nation-state as a rational form for social organization
was questioned during May, but national sovercignty had al-
ready been undermined long before 1968 by the growth of
capitalism. Modern multinational corporations, which today ac-
count for nearly one third of the world’s production, arc capi-
talist forms of global organization which transcend national
boundarics. Is it so surprising that a socialist vision for the futurc
includes a world without borders?

Authoritarianism and Self-Management

With the rise of large-scale modern industry and the frag-
mentation of production, managers of all varictics had become
a nccessary part of the productive apparatus. Are they really?
The May events indicatc not. Many factory occupations cx-
posed management as a nccessary part of a profit-oriented
cconomy, but also as superfluous, if not destructive, members of
a human-oriented system.

In the first days of the gencral strike, many managers
found themselves prisoners in their offices at the mercy of the
occupying workers. The first two factorics to be taken over,
Sud-Aviation in Nantes and Renault at Cléon, were the scenes
of workers detaining managers. This caused an uproar in the
government as well as in the largest tradc-union in France,
the PCF-dominated General Workers Confederation (CGT).
Georges Séguy, sccretary-gencral of the CGT, broadcast an ap-
peal to the workers in Nantcs to release the management tcam,
and cven sent a delegation by planc to intervene. Alarmed by the
workers’ drastic action, the CGT issued a public statement
praising the “responsibility” of their membership and guaran-
teeing safety for management and the means of production.”

It should be noted that during the same period some
managers expressed sympathy for the aims of the strikers, a few
even contributing moncy to the movement. At Orly Airport,
for cxample, the Air France staff donated 10,000 francs at the
start of the strike, and the vast majority of management helped
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In general, however, work?rs actions against Managemep,
revealed a fundamental aspiration of the gencral strike. auto.
gestion, or sclf-managcmcnt..Thc.main 'thrust of the vision ot
sclf-management was to abolish hicrarchical authority, by this
kind of authority was only onc of many permeating Frapee, As
the scientific innovations in methods of production Progresseq
so did the nced for experts with technical qualificationg t(;
develop and implement them. Knowledge became even More 5
means for power over others. The self-managed institutiong of
1968 aimed to socialize such specialized knowledge,

Because participation in the general strike includeq |
numbers of professionals, technicians, and off-line office ang
scr_vicc personnel (hereafter referred to as “new workers”), the
united working class was able to synthesize what had been 2

odd

argc

(X3

- As one of th .
he : ¢ workers put it:
thing lrsn ;:;]g“}g staff has been away for two weeks, and every-

8 finc. We can carry on production without them.”
r in Sacla \ds
» the organ of quat Y; the Central Action
such an extent that wh _Power, organized production to
30,000 liters were drl'ivccn %iaso.lmc Was running low in the area,
strikers in Nanterre, S e compliments of the Finac
Ty at the Rhénc-

n Vit
tab]ishcd direct CXChangc W'E:DUI;;‘HC factories, the workers es-
: 1th the nearh de
h varioyg chemical-works in W ) wine and ma

Contact wit
t . P ;
0 de\clOP Similar relationshlps s, Jinsgpe, hopng

Scanned with CamScanner



THE MEANING OF MAY 1968 19

morc things in cxchange for obedience to superiors. The absence
of specific demands for the first ten days of the workers’ occupa-
tion at the Atlantic shipyards in St. Nazaire, cven though under
pressurc from their union, is a spectacular demonstration of the
workers’ disdain for management, whether capitalist or “Com-
munist.” As the advances of capitalism in the days of Marx
relegated thc capitalist to an unnecessary component of the
productive process, so it seems that monopoly capitalism has
carried managers to the abyss of irrelevancy.

It is difficult to overestimate the anti-burcaucratic thrust
of the May insurgents. The pomp of officials, Communist or
not, was everywhere held up to public ridicule. Rules, an es-
sential ingredient of rational-legal forms of authority, were
flaunted according to the slogan: “It is forbidden to forbid.”
Economic and bureaucratic domination were simultaneously
challenged: “Humankind will not be free until the last capi-
talist has been hanged by the entrails of the last bureaucrat.”

In word and deed, May marked the merging of the social
movement for economic liberation with a vast cultural revolt.
Romanticism, looking to the non-fragmented life of the past, was
combined with a modern awareness of the possibilities opened
by space-age production. Science was not totally rejected, yet
material progress was made secondary to human needs.

It was the fusion of cultural revolt with a vast social move-
ment which gave the May events a new character within the
long tradition of socialist insurrections. At one point, De Gaulle
said that the situation was insaisissable, impossible to grasp or
control. The universities and workplaces were not held by armed
force but through the massive participation of their members.
When the occupied buildings were retaken by the government,
there was considerable bloodshed, but not of the scope of the
aftermath of the Commune. In this sense, the fusion of the
human forces of production and culture in May presented a
new method and new goals for the transformation of capi-
talism. The imagination of May opened the possibilities for the
construction of a qualitatively new future, one where not only

th'e material needs but also the cultural needs of human beings
will be of prime concern.
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ing class. Many of the younger workers struggled agz}inst the
CGT from within, and others left that structure entircly. In
the Wonder Batteries factory at Saint-Oucen, the workers clected
their own strike committce and refused to let CGT officials
inside the occupied plant. (The vast majority of the takeovers,
however, were controlled by the CGT, which went no further
than cncouraging occupations, but not dual power.)

In contrast to the ultra-centralization and authoritarianism
of France, sclf-management provided a realistic alternative based
on autonomy and direct participation. In contrast to the pas-
sivity of the consumer society, sclf-management demanded ac-
tive involvement. In contrast to thc compartmentalization of
knowledge, self-management required collectivity and pooling
of individual skills. In short, self-management implied a social
reality qualitatively different from that of monopoly capitalism.

Some Implications of May

Proletarian revolutions, like those of the nine-
teenth century, criticize themselves constantly,
interrupt themselves continually in their own
course, come back to the apparently accom-
plished in order to begin it afresh, deride with
unmerciful thoroughness the inadequacies,
weaknesses, and paltriness of their first at-
tempts . . . until a situation has been created
which makes all turning back impossible, and
the conditions themselves cry out:
Hic Rhodus, hic salta!
Herc is the rosc, here dance!
—XKarl Marx, The Eighteenth
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte

Between the direct participation of self-management and a
new international reality freed from the fetters of borders lay the
power of the French state. The inability of the May insurgents
to come to terms with national political power has come to be
defined as their major shortcoming—the primary cxplanation
for the collapse of the impetus to establish a new society and the
quick return to the inertia of the old.

Whether or not the French state could have been over-
thrown in the heat of the explosion will never be known. That
there was no organized force which could have led such an
undertaking is also dcbatable. In the aftermath of 1968 cvery-
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th students and faculty, can generate a uni-
of the flux of diverse views. Student power
t sufficient part of that process. Committees
they can seldom persuade or convert.’

and conjunction wi
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is a necessary but no
can legitimate actions;
Co-management and other reforms institutionalized in the
Jast decade have served the authority of the top. Archaic struc-
tures inherited from the days of Napoleon are being altered ac-
cording to the modern needs of monopoly capitalism, not revo-
Jutionized to meet human needs. Such modernization does not
call into question the fundamental assumption of the present
system—the organization of production and consumption for
private profit—but merely attempts to make the system more
efficient. These reforms hope to keep protests scattered and in-
cffective while devising technical solutions for social problems.
Modernization in France has hidden behind the progres-
sive rhetoric of its time, much as the ascendant bourgeoisie
temporarily adopted the slogan liberté, égalité, fraternité in the
aftermath of the struggles of 1848. Accordingly, sclf-manage-
ment has been made into co-management, a profitable venture
where more initiative from the workers may replace some of
the supervisors, thereby lowering the company payroll and help-
ing to reduce the “alienation” of thc workers. While co-man-
agement may help bring the “little people” closer to the decision-
making centers, it does not aim, nor will it serve, to abolish the
hicrarchy of domination.
A popular conjugation of May indicated a high degree of
consciousness about co-management and cooptation:
je participe (I participate)
tu participes (you participate)
il participe (she, he, it . . .)
nous participons (we ...)
vous participez (you...)
ils profitent (they profit)

_ The internationalism of May also has a usc for those who
wish to streamline the present system. A top manager of IBM,
Jacques Maisonrouge, some of whose children participated in
th.c May cvents, was heard to mimic them when he said: “Down
wnlf borders.” After all, the multinational corporations are
bodics whose wealth and influence transcend any  particular
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for the liberation of human beings from matcrla.l scarcity, to
turn into their opposite. Under the modern capitalist system,
science and technology increasingly become means for domina-
tion, not liberation. .
The human aspirations and social forces which converged

¢ been totally dissolved in the re-

in the May explosion have no
formist solution. The contradiction between the constantly grow-
ing forces of production and their organization for profit grows

more pregnant. Modernization, in contrast to socialization, leaves
the possibilities for new levels of human life ensnared in an
increasingly fragmented social reality. The vision of a self-
managed international order remains frustrated.

Whether these frustrations will explode in yet another
French-type upheaval remains to be seen. In any case, socialist
.revolutlon in France (and elsewhere), practically inconceivable
in the decades before 1968, is back on the historical agenda.
. Frg:lcccgclﬁastr;tcgics for socialism are gathering momentum
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of 1871, revolutionary socialists have recognized the necessity
of smashing the bourgeois state, the impossibility of simply taking
hold of that apparatus in its inherited form. Can a qualitatively
new society be built as long as the centralized authoritarian state
still exists?

In organizing for a “legitimate” role in the present govern-
ment, the PCF is required to conform to the existing structures.
As the editors of MONTHLY REVIEW said in analyzing the role
of the PCF during the May events:

No mass party which is organized to work within the frame-
work of bourgeois institutions can also be revolutionary. If it ac-
cepts these institutions and adapts itself to them—even if it thinks
it is doing so only provisionally and .temporarily—it is bound to
acquire vested interests in the existing social order which would
not merely be jeopardized but actually wiped out by a genuine

_revolution.?

In contrast to the centralization of power in the state, the
weakening of local and institutional authority, the reduction of
the individual to a position of unprecedented passivity—all of
which accompany the domination of monopoly capitalism—so-
cialism in the industrialized countries presupposes the destruc-
tion of the centralized hierarchical state by an activated popula-
tion. Such destruction is required of those who would construct
a qualitatively new socicty, a socialism which would have little
in common with bureaucratic European “socialisms” of today.

Nevertheless, a victory of the left in national clections
could open new possibilities. The right wing in France, abetted
by the multinational corporations, might stage a coup d’élat,
blocking further attempts to reach socialism through the ballot
box and necessitating a clandestine struggle, as in Chile. In all
probability, the PCF would still dominate the left, but the
necessities of the clandestine struggle might help transform the
goal of the PCF from social democracy to socialism.

On the other hand, a left victory might be tolerated as a
means—perhaps the least costly politically—to modernize th.c
archaic social relations of France while preserving their capi-
talistic core. Such a possibility might come to be; and we fmght
witness a popular uprising like that of 1968 directed against a
Communist government instcad of De Gaulle.
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For revolutionary socialists to hope for a repetition of
May events, however, would be a grave mistake. That such the
uphecaval may develop is realistic, given the existence of tin
same social contradictions today as before 1968; byt - thc
absence of organizations prepared to make the most of it, a nc“c,
explosion would be unable to translate popular aspirationg into
reality. History might repeat itself, but as Marx used tq say, the
first time as tragedy, the second as farce. :

The clements of the May movement which at first glance
appeared as its strengths are also its weaknesses, Spontancity
a refusal to accept any form of hierarchy or lcadership, anci
initiative solcly from the base cannot be permanently majp.
tained in a new social formation except within a framework of
political power. The centralized organization of monopoly capi-
tal nccessitates the organization of the seeds of the new society
—the revolutionary party—prior to the destruction of capitalism.

The May insurrection developed outside the traditional
parties on the left for good reasons. The bureaucratization of
the PCF, understood long before May by many, made that or-
ganization incapable of comprehending the totalized impulse
for liberation which emerged in May. The inability of the May
insurgents to advance the political crisis (except to the extent
that the cultural revolt and social movement precipitated it)
had its corollary in a rebellion against the PCF. There was no
transcendence of obsolete organizations, no development of a
political form for the creation of socialism. What Lenin once
said in another context could be said about May, that “anarch-
ism was often a sort of punishment for the opportunist sins of
the working class movement. The two monstrosities were mutual-
ly complementary.”?

In the aftermath of 1968, many of the insurgents like
André Gorz have come to envision the construction of a new
kind of party. Besides destroying the traditional state, such 2
revolutionary party would need to be capable of fusing the
partial concerns of the subjects of social transformation—"th,c
students, factory workers, new workers, the ecology and wome? :
liberation movements—into a tatalized vision of the futurC
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reassert itsclf in the generation of spccialized sclf-interest issues
and concerns.

Analyzed in isolation, cach sector of the May movement
was incapable of conceptualizing and implementing a new so-
ciety. The student movement was able to detonate a larger
social explosion. Despite the modern-day subservience of acade-
mia to the “‘real world,” the limits of the student movement are
marked by the confines of its environment. Students embody a
particular expression of the general contradiction between capi-
talist relations of production and the productive forces. In 1968
only their momentary integration into a larger movement, ie.,
the abolition of a purely student movement, allowed the student
revolt to trigger such a vast upheaval.

By themselves, the new workers tend toward the moderni-
sation solution. Educated as much as executives, they tend to
look for a better way to do this, a less painful way to implement
that. The immense birth pains involved in creating a new socie-
ty make it easier for the new workers to adopt technical solu-
tions to human problems. Generally speaking, the new workers
are relatively better paid than other sections of the working
class.

This relative privilege cut the other way in May though,
as the new workers, more often than others, stressed qualitative
demands and were relatively unconcerned with pay raises. In
the climate of the cxplosion, the majority of these new workers
allied themselves with the students and factory workers. To-
gether they constituted a united force which, if it could have
been maintained, might have served as a basis to abolish dif-
ferent categories of existence while establishing a new mode of
life.

The student revolt would not have become much more
than the now usual springtime festivities had it not been for the
general strike. In the rejection of the Grenclle agrcements® and

* In an attempt to buy off the striking workers, Pompidou organized
a weekend of negotiations (May 25-27) with all major trade unions at the
Rue de Grenelle in Paris. The proposed settlement called for an increase
in the minimum wage of 35 percent (in agricujture 56 percent and for
some a 72 percent raise), a shorter work week, fower age of retirement,
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Some of the answers to these questions can be found in the
social conditions of modern capitalism, a system which has con-
solidated its hold over half the carth while fragmenting people’s
needs, desires, and relationships to the whole. As Marcuse said:

In the domain of corporate capitalism, the two historical fac-
tors of transformation, the subjective and objective, do not coin-
cide: they are prevalent in different and even antagonistic groups.
The objective factor, i.e., the human base of the process of produc-
tion which reproduces the established society, exists in the indus-
trial working class, the human source and reservoir of exploitation;
the subjective factor, i.e., the political consciousness, exists among
the non-conformist young intelligentsia. . . . The two historical
factors do coincide in large areas of the Third World. . . .**

During May, it was the¢ momentary merging-in-action of
the subjective and objective forces of transformation which
brought France to the edge of revolution. The June contain-
ment necessitated their separation.

But even from the start, the PCF and CGT militantly
struggled to isolate the student revolt, calling the students the
“children of the big bourgeoisic” in the party’s paper, describing
their leaders as agents of Gaullism, and keeping the students
out of the occupied factories. The student revolt challenged the
influence which the PCF and CGT held over the French pro-
letariat, a legacy from the trade-union struggles of the past.
Feeling its power thrcatened, the CGT did its utmost to
split the students from the workers. In early May, one of its
statements said: “Some petty bourgeois with feverish brains
slander the workers’ movement and pretend to teach the work-
ers a lesson. The working class rejects these stupiditics; it has
come of age a long time ago; it needs no tutclage.”™

“Workerism” was common during May, accepting as it
did a fundamental social category of capitalism. To have over-
come it, a vision for a new society transcending the fragmented
realities of modern monopoly capitalism would have been
needed. In such a society, property would be socialized, and the
vast majority, not simply a fraction of the populati.orl, would
view the modern productive forces as their responsibility.

Such a vision could only have been practically conceptual-
ized in the heat of May given the prior existence both of human
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:);l:cgss_ w}}:O' had taken on .the responsibility of changing them-

> their nceds,. aspirations, and ideas—and of a revolution-

. }:Z mass party which refused to define itself simply in terms of
social divisions brought into existence by capitalism.

of hi’SIt‘tk)lreicZIa}?inilgn}t]st Cililmc by'surprisc. Perhaps the privilege
b ght allows mistakes to bc made transparent,
ut it is the future which the legacy of May should serve. It is
difficult to assess for the long run the tastc of freedom that May
was. People will not simply forget the explosion, nor will the
SOC{al contradictions that were then manifested disappear of
their own accord. Mistakes made and victories won through the
courage of thosc who rose up are a guide for the future. In
shoving aside a social order and a conditioning aimed to pacify
them, the people of France reaffirmed the dignity of human
beings, a legacy which they and people all over the world will
carry into the next great battles for liberation. a
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