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ABSTRACT

Many analysts have regarded the workers’ strikes in the Paris region as the apex of the
workers’ movement in Western Europe during the 1960s. In terms of numbers of strikers and
media coverage, the work stoppages were undoubtedly the most spectacular of the decade.
However, the 1968 Paris-area strikes did not break with the established patterns of stoppages
in twentieth-century France. As during the Popular Front of the late 1930s, the momentary
weakness of the state—which the student movement provoked in 1968 (not electoral politics
as in 1936)—helped to launch the wave. The overwhelming majority of strikes were not
“wildcats” (gréves sauvages) since the unions played a major role in both their initiation and
termination. The great mass of strikers showed much less interest in autogestion than in
material demands. The gains from this strike wave especially benefited the lowest-paid
workers—youth, women, and immigrants—who received significantly higher pay and fewer
working hours. Consumerism played a paradoxical role in both fomenting worker demands
and acting as a socially cohesive force which induced them to return to work, but a powerful
state—following  the  counterrevolutionary = Republican  tradition—supplemented
consumerism by defending property and the “right to work.”
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he specter of revolution dominates much of the historiography on 1968 in France. Henri
Lefebvre, Alain Touraine, Edgar Morin, Claude Lefort, and Cornelius Castoriadis viewed
the May “events” as a welcome “rupture” (une breche) with a hierarchical consumer
society.! These French sociologists/philosophers found that the 1968 rebellion anticipated
anew social order. Likewise, Pierre Bourdieu stated that May 68 was a “critical moment”
“when all became possible.”?> Michel de Certeau, a pioneer of current cultural
interpretations, argued that May represented an innovative “prise de parole” by oppressed
social groups.®> Most recently, a handful of French political scientists have mirrored
Bourdieu’s perspective by labeling 68 as a crisis of “symbolic order” “without

precedent.”*

These analyses emphasizing discontinuity are based largely on interpretations of
the student component of the 1968 events, and they either ignore or distort the history of
the workers’ movement. The latter began after student protests at Nanterre and La
Sorbonne in late April and early May had challenged and weakened the centralized
Gaullist government. On Monday, May 13, a large worker-student demonstration
initiated a one-day solidarity strike against government “repression” of the student
movement. The following Monday, May 20, workers’ strikes expanded massively, even
as the government assured many essential services, such as gasoline distribution, to
priority consumers. Thus, workers in 1968 continued various nineteenth-century
traditions when wage earners took advantage of an upward economic cycle and full
employment to launch major strike waves, which often began in the spring and on
Mondays (Saint Lundi).” On May 25 formal national negotiations among government,
employers, and unions opened in Paris. On Monday, May 27, the major partners issued
what became known as the Grenelle Accord, but workers in large Parisian metallurgical
firms rejected it. The estimates of the total number of strikers at the height of the
movement vary. Bernard Pudal declares seven to ten million; Kristin Ross nine million;
Antoine Prost seven million, and Xavier Vigna 3.5 million.® Whatever the figure, it far
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outclassed the 1 million strikers of the previous great strike wave in the spring of 1936
during the Popular Front.

On 29 May a large Confédération générale du travail (CGT, General
Confederation of Labor) demonstration in Paris and President Charles de Gaulle’s
departure from the capital seemed to indicate a deep crisis of the regime. The following
day, De Gaulle returned to Paris and addressed the nation. His speech was followed by a
massive rightist demonstration which contested the leftist dominance of the streets of the
capital. The government took the offensive, guaranteed “the right to work,” and
threatened recalcitrant strikers with repressive state power. Unlike in 1848 or 1871,
authorities were able to fuel and feed the city and thus to prevent their adversaries from
gaining the solid support of discontented housewives.” In the first week of June, strikers
in smaller firms returned to work, and gradually in the first half of that month, holdouts
from the major enterprises negotiated firm-by-firm agreements which ended the work
stoppages.

Workers’ actions could only with difficulty be seen as a “rupture” or, in the
hyperbolic words of André Malraux and Georges Pompidou, “a crisis of civilization.”
Similarly, the influential sociologists mentioned above viewed wage earners as
participating in a broader movement that challenged the social order. They posited that
salaried personnel desired autogestion (workers’ control) which demanded the end of
separation between those who commanded and those who obeyed. According to these
analysts and some recent historical accounts, workers wanted to democratize their
workplaces.® Other progressives sympathetic to the movement yearned so deeply to
believe that workers wished to take over their factories that they invented the story that
the personnel of the CSF factory at Brest had initiated “democratic control” and were
producing walkie-talkies.” The myth-makers—who included historians Alain Delale and
Gilles Ragache, theorists Ernest Mandel and Serge Mallet, and the major newspapers Le
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Monde and Témoignage chrétien—proved as willing to take their desires for reality as
any youthful gauchiste.

As in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, strikers’ demands remained
traditionally materialist, and workplace democracy was seldom invoked by the workers
themselves or their representatives. !° Rather than reflecting worker sentiment, the call for
autogestion may have served as a facile solution to the genuine and thorny problem of
worker dissatisfaction with industrial discipline in particular and wage labor in general.
The doctrines of self-management had little appeal to a mass of wage laborers for whom
work remained travail (from the Latin, tripalium, instrument of torture) and who were
more enthusiastic about escaping the factory or enjoying the opportunities of
consumption provided by the expanding 1960s economy. Despite the rhetoric of various
unions and parties, including the leftist groupuscules, workers never fully identified
themselves as producers who wanted to take control of the means of production.

The notion of workers’ control in the 1960s recalled fin-de-siecle French
revolutionary syndicalism. Autogestionnaire militants and intellectuals demanded that the
individual adapt to the productivist collectivity. However, workers inevitably questioned
whether it was really advantageous for them to run the factories.!! Many concluded that
it was not, since successful workers’ control demanded a degree of professional and social
commitment that they could not or would not provide. Instead of autogestion, during the
strikes of May-June, the major CGT and even local Confédération frangaise démocratique
du travail (CFDT, French Democratic Confederation of Labor) affiliates recalled their
agreement of January 1966, which pledged to struggle for a dramatic 35 percent increase
in the minimum wage, higher salaries for skilled workers, job security, and a reduction of
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the working week. '? In metallurgy and other branches, the CGT and the CFDT demanded
less work time and more pay, particularly for the lowest-paid workers, who were often
foreigners, women, or young people.'> This signaled the resolve of union activists
(generally male and French) to reach out to social groups who composed the majority of
industrial workers.

Well before May, the CGT had made efforts to attract different categories of wage
earners, including women.'* The demand for female equality meshed harmoniously with
new attitudes toward female freedom and emancipation in the “long sixties.”!> As early
as 1965, the CGT had called for a reduction of working hours for women. Aware of “the
double and profoundly social role of female workers as both wage earners and mothers,”
it campaigned in 1967 for equal wages and opportunities for working females. CGT
militants insisted upon “the end of any type of discrimination against women.”'¢ In a
special edition of its women’s magazine, the confederation argued that females should
labor less. Its activists claimed that a work-free Saturday and reduced work time were
even more necessary for women because “time-measurement and piecework has pushed
them to the brink.”!” The CFDT too had appealed for equal pay for equal work, regardless
of sex.

Women were not the only objects of the unions’ attentions. The confederations
also wanted young workers and immigrants to participate as equals in the worlds of labor
and leisure. The unions accepted growing 1960s multiculturalism and recognized that
“one out of four workers is foreign,” a percentage which was three or four times greater
than during the last great strike wave of 1936. The CGT congratulated itself on its “long
tradition of internationalism” and supported the demands of immigrés.'® French
Communists backed the Italian Communists’ Main d’Oeuvre Immigré (MOI, Immigrant
Labor Force), which fought for equal pay and equal rights.!® The unions urged the end to
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discrimination against foreigners and youth and demanded the suppression of the practice
of paying lower wages to youthful wage earners. Prior to May, the CGT made special
efforts to recruit young rebels who resisted factory discipline and the authority of
supervisory personnel. It wanted to enlist insurgent youth who might have otherwise
gravitated towards gauchisme.?® Youthful CGT activists insisted that employers pay for
educational courses, sporting activities, housing for young married couples, and a fifth
week of paid vacation. Displaying their desire for a key commodity of consumer society,
young automobile workers at Citroén pleaded for the right to discount car rentals during
their vacations.?! As in automobile firms, the formal demands of striking youth in
vocational high schools—more money for scholarships and the creation of a technology
teaching center—were highly materialist.>?

Although militants occupied many factories—e.g., 31 out of 39 striking firms in
the Parisian suburbs of Issy-les-Moulineaux and 20 out of 40 in Boulogne-Billancourt—
the occupations revealed that the rank and file had little desire to become actively
involved. Contrary to the assertions of the Union national des étudiants de France (UNEF,
National Student Union of France) activists and other leftists, who adhered to the
productivist legacy of Marxism and council communism, many forms of worker struggle
did not imply “a total change of society.”?} In general, the number of workers actually
engaged in the occupations remained a tiny percentage of the work force. At Sud-
Aviation, the pioneer plant of the occupation wave, the overwhelming majority of
workers did not wish to participate in the sit-in, but rather to spend time alone or with
their families and friends. Only 3,195 of 8,000 workers voted, and just 1,699 of them
wanted to occupy the factory.?* Merely several hundred out of a work force of 5,000
occupied the Renault factory at Cléon.? At Flins, approximately 250 of 10,000 were
occupiers. A few hundred of the 30,000 workers at Boulogne-Billancourt remained inside
the flagship plant. At Citroén, both strike meetings and the occupation revealed the
passivity of the rank and file, who remained content to permit those union militants who
had initiated the strike to spend time at the workplace.? In the Citroén branch in the
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fifteenth arrondissement, usually no more than 100 occupiers out of a work force of over
20,000 were present. Leftists charged that the Citroén strike committee was more
concerned with organizing ping-pong matches and card games than with educating
workers politically. During the long weekend of Pentecost (June 1-3) when gasoline
became readily available, only twelve remained in the factory. The occupations were the
greatest wave since 1936, but the small number of occupiers suggested that the number
of engaged militants was proportionally tiny. In contrast to 1936, when masses of workers
remained in the factories to prevent unemployed scabs from entering them, in 1968—
when full employment prevailed—the fear of scabbing was relatively weak, and workers
felt less compelled to join sit-downs.

Usually it was the same group who initiated the strikes—mature male French
workers close to the CGT—that conducted the occupation. Employers continued to
attribute “responsibility” for most strikes to union militants, particularly the CGT.?” Of
the 77 metallurgical strikes listed, CGT militants were responsible for 68, CFDT for 6,
and Force Ouvricre (FO, Workers’ Force) for 3. As a rule, militants were male. Although
women in the textile and service industries were unusually active, sectors with a female
work force generally struck less than male-dominated branches.?® Wives found
themselves saddled with increased social and familial responsibilities during the strike
wave.? When observers discussed the change in June of “public opinion” towards strikes,
they often meant the opinion of women. School closings added to their child-care
duties.?® Unexpected shutdowns, lack of fuel, unavailability of cash, and runs on supplies
complicated shopping. Many workers did not stop working because their “women at
home did not look favorably upon the strike.”! Numerous wives opposed the work
stoppage because it unbalanced the family budget or, in higher income households,
destroyed vacation plans. It is not surprising that militants reported divorces. A Flins
worker with radical tendencies explained to a strike sympathizer that his wife did not
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want to see him involved in the movement. As the stoppages endured, perhaps even more
than males, women feared politicization, i.e., the subordination of material demands of
the movement to the political goals of left parties and unions. Yet during the strikes they
pragmatically welcomed the meals offered by left municipalities. They also appreciated
the aid of priests in the working-class suburbs who “every day visited some families [of
strikers] in their homes.”*?

Metallurgical industrialists reported that older and more experienced workers
provoked the stoppages.>® Fifty-one out of 88 strikes (58 percent) were started by wage
earners between 30 and 40 years old. Twenty-four (27 percent) were begun by 20- to 30-
year olds. Only 7 (8 percent) were initiated by those under twenty. Young people under
30 may have become strike leaders in firms where unions were weak, but usually activists
had some seniority.>* Workers who had been employed in their firms for more than one
year were leaders of 67 percent of the strikes. Wage earners at Renault-Billancourt and at
a major electronics firm, Jeumont-Schneider, in La Plaine-Saint Denis, did not remember
young wage earners as particularly active in the strike.*

The above information is significant because it modifies the common
interpretation of May 1968 as a youth revolt.*® Even in cases such as Renault-Cléon
(Seine-Maritime), where young workers were said to be most committed to the
movement, the major unions and their more mature trade unionists quickly gained control
over the work stoppage.>” Relatively mature, stable, and unionized French workers were
largely responsible for initiating metallurgical strikes in the Paris region. The stoppages
in Parisian metallurgy confirm the statistical analysis that has established that age was not
a determining factor in the strike wave.®

Maturity, though, did not exclude boldness. Metallurgical industrialists noted that
in 35 out of 41 reported strikes, workers used threats to convince their colleagues to stop
work. In 16 of 60 strikes, militants resorted to force; yet they did not usually insult their
bosses or lock in management. In only two cases was property damaged, but the threat of
sabotage certainly existed. For example, several persons entered a factory at night and set
a truck on fire. A police investigation was unable to conclude if the incident was
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provoked by strike tensions or by a desire for “vengeance” on behalf of a worker fired
before May. In certain white-collar firms, union militants forcibly excluded non-union
workers.** CGT militants dominated the occupation at Jeumont-Schneider, an important
electronics firm in the Parisian suburbs, and locked out anti-CGT and indifferent workers.
At Flins, veteran wage earners normally manned picket lines.*” Sometimes—especially
in one large white-collar company that was occupied—older militants were joined by
young gauchistes. The presence of leftists did not alter the corporatist concerns of strike
committees, which were reluctant to forge links with students or even with other occupied
firms. Police explained that the Parti communiste francgais (PCF, French Communist
Party) was sure that the situation was not revolutionary and insisted that strikers fly the
tricolor as well as the red flag at the gates of their factory.*! Foreigners usually played a
minimal role, perhaps because French wage laborers in many cases regarded them as
strikebreakers or as disinterested trade unionists.*? Yet some nationalities were more
willing to participate than others. For example, at Citroén-Levallois, Spanish workers
were active during the work stoppage; whereas, North African workers were largely
passive.*?

As the stoppages endured, mature breadwinners seemed more anxious to end the
strikes than younger wage earners.** It was at the end of the strikes—not the beginning,
as many have assumed—that a generation gap became relevant in the workplace. Young
workers resisted returning to the workplace more than their elder colleagues. Indeed,
perhaps the most famous striker, known only by her first name Jocelyne, was captured on
film as she defiantly refused to return to work as the strike at her metallurgical factory
was being settled.** The continuing popularity of anti-work ideologies quickly
transformed Jocelyne into the rebellious heroine of the May revolt. Her refusal to labor
(ne pas perdre sa vie a la gagner as the slogan went) pithily expressed the specific sixties’
synthesis of personal, social, and political concerns. Being both female and a worker
further heightened her status as a symbol of an ideology that male intellectuals had
articulated. Her complete disappearance from the media spectacle enhanced her mystique.
Yet ultimately neither she nor any other individual or group resolved the problem of wage
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labor. Thus, ideologists of the sixties proposed contradictory solutions that ranged from
the abolition of work to its internalization in a democratic workplace.

Initially, women were excluded from certain sit-downs for “moral reasons,” but
in others they played important roles.*® Occupations disclosed gender divisions. The 400
female workers at the Kréma chewing gum factory outnumbered the 200 males, but male
domination of the strike provoked the resentment of women.*’ At a branch of the
Compagnie des compteurs of Montrouge, women did participate in the occupation, yet
only in their traditional roles as cleaners and cooks. Men proved reluctant to allow them
to spend the night at the factory in order “to avoid that the bosses make an issue of
morality.”*® Women rejected this argument and by the third night of the occupation were
almost as numerous as men. Usually, the overwhelming majority of workers—female or
male, foreign or French—preferred to stay away from the plant.*’

Large numbers—whether male or female—displayed little commitment to the
electoral process at the workplace, and participation in strike votes varied widely from 40
to 75 percent.>® The low level of attendance contrasts sharply with late nineteenth century
when meetings attracted 80 to 100 percent of strikers.>' Union and non-union strikers of
some of the most important Parisian firms—Otis Elevators, Sud Aviation, Nord Aviation,
Thomson-Houston, Rhone-Poulenc—reflected on striker passivity in a pamphlet written
at the beginning of June. They contended that in order to win, a greater number of
workers [must] get involved. While the strike forces everyone to make material sacrifices,
many comrades rely on a minority and do not participate actively. This allows the
government to divide workers by playing on the weariness of some and on the poor
information of others... There is only one response to these tactics of division: massive
participation of all workers who have stayed away from the occupied factories.>

To encourage non-committed or apathetic workers to join the movement, the
pamphleteers recommended adopting the model of strike organization at Rhone-Poulenc
(Vitry), where rank-and-file strikers elected strike committees that were easily revocable.
Militants regarded the occupation of this firm as particularly impressive because 1,500 of
a work force of 3,500, or 43 percent, were actively involved.>?
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Even in this example of relatively high participation approximately 57 percent of
personnel avoided activism. Many wished to evade the workplace and stayed at home
either to garden or to bricoler. Suggestions from an inter-union committee, action
committees, and Nanterre students that proposed a more innovative and participatory
form of striking failed to interest wage earners. Committees recommended that workers
engage in “freebie strikes” to rally opinion to their side and to direct public anger against
the government. For example, garbage men should collect accumulated trash,
transportation workers should permit free rides, and Postes, Té¢légraphes, Téléphones
(PTT, Communications) employees should allow free postage and telephone calls.>
However, sanitation, transport, and postal workers disappointed activists by making only
traditional bread-and-butter demands. The belief of the Movement of March 22 that the
occupations expressed the “unconscious yearning of the working class to take over the
means of production” was wishful thinking.*>> March 22’s demand for the sabotage of the
means of production in case of a police assault usually went unheeded.>® Striking workers
seldom damaged property, and when they did, their targets—telephone lines, vehicles,
etc.—were precise and limited.

Indeed, workers’ strikes displayed a considerable continuity with previous strike
waves. As in the nineteenth century, most strikers did not use the stoppage as a political
weapon, even though the political climate had a decisive influence on the strikes’
beginning and ending.’ The fact that student radicals looked to workers to make the
revolution was less important in sparking strikes than the divisions among political elites.
What has been called the “political opportunity structure” encouraged the extension of
the unrest to wage earners.’® As in 1789, 1848, 1871, and 1936, cleavages within ruling
groups promoted popular revolt. Students triggered the enormous wave of work stoppages
during the second half of May by challenging the state and, at the same time, provoking
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its brutality.>® Both student and worker actions were parts of “a general cycle of protest,”
which traversed the social system from its center to the periphery.

A strong state proved as necessary to limit workers’ insubordination in the late
1960s as it had during the Popular Front strike waves of the late 1930s. In contrast to
1936, when Prime Minister Léon Blum defied management and endorsed the shortening
of the work week from 48 to 40 hours, Prime Minister Pompidou rejected workers’
demands for a 40-hour week and negotiated a moderately progressive reduction of the
work week—2 hours for wage earners laboring more than 48 hours and 1 hour for those
laboring between 45 and 48 hours.®! The follow-up to the Grenelle Accord, the national
agreement between employers and unions of December 13, 1968, decided in principle to
return gradually to the forty-hour week without a reduction of buying power.5?

Many workers shared an ambivalent attitude towards salaried labor which they
considered both wage slavery, but also a part of their social identity. An important recent
work, Xavier Vigna, L’Insubordination ouvriere dans les années 68, focuses on
resistance to labor discipline in the decade following 1968. Vigna explores absenteeism,
slowdowns, lateness, faking illness, turnover, sabotage, and theft during what he and
other French historians have called “les années 68.”% These revolts against work
integrated various components of the class. Militants and rank and file, women and men,
French and foreign could all participate in the “guerrilla” against wage labor. Vigna
renews the rich tradition of French social/labor history by showing the paradox of
workers’ identities as both producers and refusers. While avoiding workspace and work-
time, wage earners used the same vocabulary that they had employed in the nineteenth
century and labeled their enemies—whether scabs or cops—*“lazy” (fainéants). Vigna
also demonstrates the dual role of the state as étar-flic and état-providence. However, his
periodization of “insubordination” is not fully convincing.®* Since he fails to explore
resistance to work before the 1968 strike wave, he cannot argue that the decade following
1968 was especially “insubordinate.” Strike statistics do not indicate any major increase
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in days lost to work stoppages in the decade before and after 1968, even if the number of
strikes and strikers did rise.®> We do not know how the micro-conflicts Vigna examines
were different either in kind or degree from other mini-struggles prior to 1968. Acts of
insubordination were hardly new phenomena and were prevalent from 1936 to 1938.%
The Gaullist government was much more effective in limiting resistance to work than its
Popular Front counterpart in the 1930s or its contemporary Italian foil during the maggio
strisciante.®’

Socially, the strike wave of 1968 expressed continuity by repeating the nineteenth
and early twentieth pattern of elite division which caused state weakness and
consequently promoted worker opportunity. Workers made very few demands for
revolutionary workers’ control and instead asked for more wages and less work time.
Even though women, immigrants and youth participated to varying degrees, French male
militants led the work stoppages. The 1968 stoppages did not support a Marcusian
interpretation that workers were integrated into capitalist society since resistance to work,
whether in form of strikes, absenteeism, sabotage, theft, lateness, etc. had to be curbed by
a strong state (état flic) which served, in workers’ words, as prison wardens (gardes-
chiourme).®® The absence in the 1968 work stoppages of a significant rupture with the
past can help to explain the “memory deficit” of the strikes in present-day French
consciousness.®’ In sharp contrast to the continuity in the domain of labor, discontinuity
dominated the cultural arena. In the sixties, public questioning of work expanded from
avant-garde groups such as the Surrealists to a larger mass of students and workers.
Similarly, the sixties also marked a new interest in labor history which for the first time
began to chronicle workers’ everyday refusals of work.”® A focus on resistance to work
helps link the French movement to others around the world.”!
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List of Abbreviations

CFDT

CGT

FO

PCF

PTT

UNEF

Confédération frangaise démocratique du travail
Confédération générale du travail

Force ouvriere

Parti communiste francais

Postes, T¢légraphes, T¢léphones

Union nationale des étudiants de France
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