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1968 in anarchist historiography 

1968 is one of those dates – alongside, perhaps, 1871 (the Paris Commune), 1936 
(the Spanish Revolution), 1917 (before the Bolsheviks tightened their grip on the 
soviets) and 1956 (the Hungarian revolution) - which often feature as high-water 
marks in anarchist histories. But why is this? Why is 1968 of interest to present-day 
anarchists? To what extent were the ideas and practice of the ‘sixty-eighters’ 
anarchistic? What exactly was the involvement of self-identifying anarchists at the 
time? How did they respond, and did 1968 have an effect on the anarchist 
movement or anarchist theory? This chapter will try to address these questions.  

 

‘1968’ 

‘1968’ is often used as shorthand to refer to a much longer period which saw 
profound economic, social, political and cultural changes. What Katsiaficas calls the 
“world historical social movement of 1968” was clearly not limited to one year: “After 
all, it was in 1955 that Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in the back of the bus 
and in 1977 that the Italian counterculture crashed head-on into the forces of order.”1 
Specifically with regard to France, Zancarini-Fournel argues that the ‘années 1968’ 
began in 1962 (with the end of France’s colonial wars and the introduction of a 
directly elected Presidency) and ended in 1981 (with the election of the Socialist 
François Mitterrand as President, and the “decisive weakening, in the social and 
political cultures of the left, of the idea of revolution”).2 The precise chronology 
chosen varies depending on local particularities. 

Until relatively recently there had been a tendency to study local instances of the 
1968 rebellions more or less in isolation from those in other countries, or at best to 
provide a “simple catalogue of the national variants”, a series of juxtaposed or at 
best comparative national studies.3 Sirinelli makes the case for a ‘world history’ 
approach to 68. The near-simultaneity of the ‘1968 moment’, as he calls it, in so 
many very diverse parts of the world – the USA, Canada, Central and South 
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America, western Europe, Francoist Spain, Scandinavia, eastern Europe, India, 
Japan, Senegal, etc - seems difficult to explain just in terms of cultural transfers, the 
international dissemination of ideas, ‘copycat’ actions and so on, although this was 
clearly an important aspect of 1968. Militants the world over read the same texts: 
Marx (especially the Paris Manuscripts) and Mao, Wilhelm Reich, C. Wright Mills and 
Herbert Marcuse (“the transnational lodestar of the 1960s new left” according to 
Horn4), Camus and Sartre. And militants criss-crossed the world in a transnational 
network of leftists: activists from all over Europe and the Americas attended the 
International Vietnam Conference in West Berlin in February 1968; the Ulster activist 
Eamonn McCann heard Marcuse and Stokely Carmichael speak in London in 19675; 
Rudi Dutschke spoke in Prague in the spring of 19686; Daniel Cohn-Bendit, Tariq Ali 
and other internationally prominent activists appeared together in a BBC studio in 
June 1968; and so on... The adoption of a transnational perspective has thus come 
to be seen as essential. 

This was always true of the ‘world-system’ approach developped by Wallerstein and 
others:  

It was not by chance alone that the Tet offensive in Vietnam occurred in the 
same year as the Prague Spring, the May events in France, the student 
rebellion in West Germany, the assassination of Martin Luther King, the 
takeover of Columbia University, riots at the Democratic National Convention 
in Chicago, and the pre-Olympic massacre in Mexico City.7 

The years 1967-73 were a crisis point in terms of the long-term trends in the history 
of the capitalist ‘world-system’ according to Wallerstein, and the unrest experienced 
in different parts of the world should be seen as a whole: 

The revolution of 1968 was a revolution; it was a single revolution. It was 
marked by demonstrations, disorder and violence in many parts of the world 
over a period of at least three years. Its origins, consequences, and lessons 
cannot be analyzed correctly by appealing to the particular circumstances of 
the local manifestations of this global phenomenon, however much the local 
factors conditioned the details of the political and social struggles in each 
locality. [...] It was one of the great, formative events in the history of our 
modern world-system.8 

As for the targets of the 1968 protests, what united them according to Wallerstein 
was, first, their critique of “US hegemony in the world system (and Soviet 
acquiescence in that hegemony)”, and, second, an attack on “the ‘old left’ 
antisystemic movements”.9 Wallerstein consequently rejects those interpretations 
which primarily emphasise cultural liberalisation: “Counter-culture was part of 
revolutionary euphoria, but was not politically central to 1968.”10 I propose to look at 
what are argued to be common characteristics of the various instances of ‘1968’ in 
the conclusion. But for now I intend to focus on the country which has commonly 
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been regarded as the paradigm or epicentre of the global revolt and the one whose 
influence and impact were greatest: France. For as Brinton put it: 

The French events have a significance that extends far beyond the 
frontiers of modern France. They will leave their mark on the history of 
the second half of the 20th century. [...] A whole epoch has just come to 
an end: the epoch during which people could say, with a semblance of 
verisimilitude, that ‘it couldn’t happen here’. Another epoch is starting: 
that in which people know that revolution is possible under the 
conditions of modern bureaucratic capitalism.11 

 

The French 68 

It is not my intention here to engage in any detail with the massive literature on the 
French 1968 or with the many different interpretations that have been produced, but 
a brief survey of certain trends enables us to draw out their political implications. 
Already by 1970, French political scientists were able to list eight main kinds of 
interpretation.12 By the time of the 20th anniversary, the dominant view was that 1968 
was about the ‘baby boomer’ generation, a generation which embodied rapid cultural 
change and which came into conflict with a society in which conservative values and 
attitudes still prevailed and whose political structures were widely perceived as 
authoritarian. The idea that 1968 represented above all a cultural revolution 
(liberalisation in interpersonal relations, morals, sexuality, dress, music, etc.) was 
further consolidated by Marwick’s monumental study, The Sixties.13 A derivative of 
this interpretation was Lipovetsky’s postmodernist notion of the ‘second individualist 
revolution’, according to which the 68 generation’s emphasis on the freedom of the 
hedonistic individual prepared the ground for neo-liberalism.14 Such perceptions 
were strengthened by the very public mea culpas of a number of prominent actors of 
the French student movement who now dismissed their youthful radicalism as 
hyperbole expressed in the outdated language of class conflict and socialism, which 
disguised what was, in retrospect, just a desire for individual freedom. Others have 
been rightly sceptical about the unjustified focus on the opinions of an 
unrepresentative number of media stars. Besides which, the situationists’ 1966 
pamphlet De la misère en milieu étudiant had already been scathing about attempts 
to write off the wave of protests around the world, from Berkeley to Amsterdam to 
Japan, as being explicable simply by patronising reference to a supposedly eternally 
rebellious youth.15 

Such “rewritings”, Gobille concludes, have rendered 68 “unrecognisable”.16 As Ross 
noted, examination of primary sources such as pamphlets, newspapers, leaflets and 
so on shows clearly what the “ideological targets” of 1968 were: “These were three: 
capitalism, American imperialism, and Gaullism. How then do we arrive, twenty 
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years later, at a consensus view of ’68 as a mellow, sympathetic, poetic ‘youth revolt’ 
and lifestyle reform?”17 As Prince has put it: 

Sixty-eighters were not turning away from politics in the pursuit of pleasure: 
isolated individuals found happiness in collective action. They believed that 
they were part of a global struggle to emancipate, not the individual from 
outdated ways of living, but humanity from imperialism, capitalism, and 
bureaucracy. Instead of a fleeting festival of liberation, ’68 emerges as the 
culmination of the post-war revision of Marxism and socialism as a whole.18 

And as we have seen, ‘68’ cannot be reduced to ‘May’ or even to 1968. That would 
exclude the pre-history of the events of 1968, as well as the frequently violent state 
repression, worker unrest and leftist violence that continued well into the 1970s: 

In fact, a whole fifteen- to twenty-year period of radical political culture is 
occulted from view, a political culture whose traces were manifest in the 
growth of a small but significant opposition to the Algerian War and in the 
embrace by many of the enormous successes of the colonial revolutions. This 
political culture was also manifest in the recurrent outbreaks of worker unrest 
in French factories throughout the mid-1960s, in the rise of an anti-Stalinist, 
critical Marxist perspective available in countless journals that flourished 
between the mid-1950s and the mid-1970s.19 

In sum, revisiting 68 is not mere nostalgia, and merits serious attention from 
anarchists and other socialists not content with a choice between dictatorship and 
welfare capitalism. 

 

The ‘events’ of May-June 196820 

With hindsight, it is easy to point to worker unrest earlier in the 1960s, notably a 
successful and popular miners’ strike in 1963 and strikes in other industries in 1967, 
which foreshadowed 1968. Be that as it may, when student protests and then strikes 
erupted in May and rapidly spread, it came as a complete surprise to most people, 
something which fed into early interpretations that the events were incomprehensible 
and irrational outbursts. It is often simply stated that the immediate trigger for the 
disturbances was a student campaign for the liberalisation of attitudes to sex, and 
specifically protests about regulations prohibiting male access to women’s halls of 
residence at Nanterre University (building on similar protests in various French 
universities since 1965). This is true but misleading, and it is important to point out 
that the group at the heart of the protests, the Mouvement du 22 mars (22 March 
Movement, M22M), initially grew out of protests against US imperialism and 
specifically the Vietnam war.21 A spiral of provocative direct actions and clumsy 
attempts at repression led to riots and hundreds of arrests. Subsequent 
demonstrations drew tens of thousands of university and lycée students, and the 
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violent over-reaction of the police was recorded by the media and drew wide popular 
support for the protestors. 

Support for the protestors was not forthcoming from the French Communist Party 
(PCF) or from the General Labour Confederation (CGT) it controlled, however. The 
PCF’s daily, L’Humanité, branded the students spoiled, middle-class provocateurs, 
and dismissed the various Trotskyist, Maoist, anarchist and other organisations as 
‘groupuscules’ (a contraction of ‘groupes minuscules’). Another term was used by 
the PCF to describe the heterogeneous set of anarchist and unorthodox Marxist 
groups and organisations to the left of the Communists: ‘gauchiste’, or ‘leftist’, taken 
from Lenin’s 1920 pamphlet “Left-Wing” Communism: an Infantile Disorder: “petty-
bourgeois revolutionism, which smacks of anarchism, [...] does not measure up to 
the conditions and requirements of a consistently proletarian class struggle.”22 

The CFDT union (Democratic French Labour Confederation), on the other hand, 
backed the student movement. The CFDT had its roots in social Catholicism rather 
than Marxism but was nevertheless committed to class struggle (and was favoured 
by many anti-Stalinist revolutionary workers as a result) and was more open to more 
‘qualitative’ demands on the part of workers. Even before 1968 it was strongly 
identified with the movement in favour of ‘autogestion’, self-management – “the most 
durable achievement of the revolution of May.”23  

After demonstrations in towns across France and strikes in hundreds of lycées, the 
night of 10-11 May saw the first ‘night of the barricades’ in the Latin Quarter.24 In 
advance of a national demonstration and one-day general strike called for 13 May, 
red flags appeared above the Sorbonne, and campus buildings and the Odéon 
theatre were occupied and became a centre for the student movement. In the 
occupied universities, general assemblies met each evening with thousands of 
participants discussing the events of the day and plans for the next. The 
demonstrations of 13 May were huge everywhere: nearly a million in Paris, tens of 
thousands in other towns.25 Despite the strike call having been for just one day, 
some workers decided to stay out on strike, and even occupy their workplace: the 
first were workers at Sud-Aviation in Nantes, who occupied the plant and locked the 
director in his office. The strikes spread more or less spontaneously and turned into 
a tidal wave which had submerged the whole country by the end of May, affecting all 
regions and all industries, both public and private sectors. The Sud-Aviation strike 
even spread across the city to the extent that people began to talk of the ‘Nantes 
Commune’, with the town effectively being run for a fortnight by a General Strike 
Council.26 “Unlike the huge strikes of 1947, there were no orders from above, no 
central strike committee; the movement spread from below.”27 At the height of the 
general strike, it is now estimated that 7 million workers were involved: the biggest 
strike in French history.  

The strikes were however undermined by the tripartite Grenelle agreement (named 
after the location of the Ministry of Social Affairs) announced on 27 May, which 
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included a 35% increase in the minimum wage, a 10% wage increase across 
industry and the legal right to union representation in the workplace. The more 
qualitative demands such as those mooted by the CFDT were ignored. On 5 June 
the CGT declared that the workers’ demands had been met and they should return 
to work. Many workers were dissatisfied and the CGT secretary general Georges 
Séguy was booed by Renault workers. The strikes and occupations continued. 

The parties of the left did their best to take advantage of the situation. The PCF 
called for a ‘government of the people’. Representatives of the PSU (Parti socialiste 
unifié, part of the pre-1968 ‘New Left’28) spoke at a mass rally organised by the 
UNEF in the Charléty stadium on 27 May. Both the CGT and CFDT approved, with 
the former reiterating its call for a ‘people’s government’ and the latter supporting the 
PSU’s Pierre Mendès-France. The socialist François Mitterrand put himself forward 
as a presidential candidate. None of this came to anything, but the various Marxist 
groups were too small (and sectarian) to have any impact, and the more libertarian 
groups were focussed on the potentially insurrectionary role of the ‘action 
committees’. On 30 May President de Gaulle made a broadcast in which he accused 
the Communist Party of plotting to take power, dissolved the National Assembly and 
called fresh elections, which a resurgent right won outright. Some strikes dragged on 
into late June and even July, but, undermined by Grenelle and lacking support from 
the CGT, most were ended by mid-June. The student movement gradually lost 
impetus too. Leftist organisations were banned on 12 June, the Odéon was cleared 
on the 14th and the Sorbonne on the 16th - thus putting an end to the ‘Student 
Commune’.  

 

The ‘comités d’action’  

The rapid appearance and proliferation of ‘action committees’ has been seen as one 
of the most interesting and anarchistic aspects of 68, seemingly fitting with the 
leftists’ insistence on self-organisation, spontaneity and participation. For a while the 
occupation committees and action committees were “authentic, autonomous 
organisations of the masses. It is in this phenomenon that the libertarian stamp on 
the movement is most evident.”29 It is true that the various vanguardist organisations 
soon began to try and take over, their priority being to build their respective parties. 
As one anarchist put it: “The groupuscules didn’t understand what May was about. 
[...] They couldn’t give up the classic organisational models. [...] It’s in action that we 
have to find unity.”30 Nevertheless: 

In contrast to this attitude, the great majority of the students rediscovered 
what is at the heart of the anarchist idea: self-organisation and self-
administration, and the struggle against hierarchies. What’s more the 
profoundly libertarian character of the movement became more pronounced in 
proportion as vanguardists attempted to take it over. The black flag very 
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quickly became the emblem not of the ‘historic’ anarchists, but of those who 
opposed the vanguardist presumptions of leaders who until then had had no 
followers and badly wanted some!31  

By the end of May, there were estimated to be over 400 university committees, 
neighbourhood committees and workplace committees all over France.32 Their 
relative informality made it possible to maintain the flexibility necessary to respond to 
rapidly changing situations in a state of almost permanent mobilisation, whilst 
providing some kind of organisational framework and co-ordination. Nor was 
participation predicated on acceptance of a particular ideology or programme. 
Indeed, as Gombin points out, this heterogeneity was an important aspect of the 
movement’s originality:  

In the absence of a single revolutionary leadership, of a predominant 
ideological framework, ideas flowed freely, and everyone joined in the debate. 
[...] Nine-tenths of the ideas expressed were put forward by people who 
belonged to no organization, by the anonymous crowds who were the true 
protagonists of the May revolt.33 

The action committee form had precedents in the lycée students’ action committees, 
and various Vietnam committees or, further afield, the ‘Aktionsgruppen’ formed by 
the German SDS (Socialist German Students’ League) following the killing of Benno 
Ohnesorg by police in June 1967.34 Some of those involved in the 1968 action 
committees, the situationists notably, also pointed to historical precedents, starting 
with the Saint-Petersburg soviet of 1905: according to their 1966 pamphlet On the 
Poverty of Student Life, the revolutionary movement’s ultimate aim must be “the 
realisation on an international scale of the absolute power of the Workers’ Councils, 
according to the model outlined in the experiences of the proletarian revolutions of 
this century.”35 Councilism was also an important theme in Guérin’s influential 1965 
book, Anarchism, From Theory to Practice, which sold in enormous numbers in May 
68.36  

Despite their variety, the committees tended to adopt a number of principles and 
practices usually associated with anarchism: antiauthoritarianism and the rejection of 
hierarchies, direct democracy and the participation of all, binding and revocable 
mandates rather than representation, and the rejection of bureaucracy, 
institutionalisation and vanguardism. A prefigurative approach to organising was a 
central concern. This seems not to have been because of a widespread awareness 
of anarchist doctrine, and the role of self-identifying anarchists was minimal. It was 
more the result of a generalised distrust of institutionalised politics and parties, and 
an unwillingness to reproduce the usual division of social roles or identities, both 
within the movement and in relation to “the masses”.  

The question of co-ordination or organisation was a matter for debate in the action 
committees from the very beginning. A Coordination Committee was set up at the 
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Sorbonne on 5 May, the aim being to promote the creative spontaneity of the 
autonomous grassroots action committees, while providing a minimum of co-
ordination which would help sustain the mobilisation over the longer term – with the 
ultimate aim of bringing down the regime. In contrast, the M22M was adamant that 
any attempt to structure the movement “from above” would inevitably lead to 
bureaucratisation and hierarchies. They put their faith entirely in the “creative 
spontaneity” of the grassroots, even during a downswing in the mobilisation. The 
action committees continued to proliferate in June, but they were unable to counter 
either the determination of the parties of the left to look to an institutional outcome 
through elections, or the willingness of the trade unions to settle, or the hardening of 
the government’s stance in mid-June. 

One of the main themes developed by the movement was the liberation of the 
creativity of all, both as an end and as a means. Some formulation or other of it 
became ubiquitous. It was conceived as a revolutionary means to combat alienation 
and the division of labour which define social roles and identities – 68, as Ross 
argues, was about “the flight from social determinations”, “a shattering of social 
identity”.37 Or in Dutschke’s words, “We do not allow ourselves to be made into 
functions any longer!”38 Such a critique politicised many questions previously 
excluded from public deliberation. It was about removing barriers and about 
liberating the creative powers of those normally repressed by the “bourgeois cultural 
system”. This implied an attack on the patriarchal, sexually repressive bourgeois 
family, on bourgeois education and the attitudes and values it inculcates. It was also 
directed against bureaucracy, productivism and consumerism. According to the 
‘Freud—Che Guevara Action Committee’ the objective was a socialist system which 
would destroy the barriers which prevented the free creativity of all.39 

An important novelty here was the shift in perspective from what the journal 
Arguments a few years earlier had called the ‘macro-social level’ to the ‘micro-
social’: the idea, discernible in Fourier and later in anarcho-syndicalism, that “the 
construction of a socialist society must be carried out at the level of the small, basic 
units of society.”40 More recently, theorists such as Henri Lefebvre had begun to put 
the emphasis on everyday life: 

In this sense one could say that society has not been revolutionised if, when 
the structures of ownership or the state system are transformed, human and 
inter-human relations remain what they were before.41 

Or as the situationist Vaneigem, an admirer of Lefebvre, put it in 1967:  

People who talk about revolution and class struggle without referring explicitly 
to everyday life, without understanding what is subversive about love and 
what is positive in the refusal of constraints – such people have a corpse in 
their mouth.42  
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General strike: spontaneity, occupations and self-management 

Vigna argues that historians must “challenge the superficial idea that it was among 
young student rebels that one finds the inventiveness and verve of 68 while the 
workers were stuck in the rut of traditional material demands.”43 Indeed, from an 
anarchist viewpoint, certain aspects of the 1968 strikes seem particularly interesting:  

[T]he radical contestation of all aspects of power within the factory, the 
attempts at self-organization, even self-management, criticism of the very role 
of the unions, the unleashing of conflicts in whole sectors, are the distinctive 
signs of a mode of action which may well be described as libertarian.44 

In some respects - the organisation of some strikes by the unions, the more 
quantitative nature of their demands, and the fact that the strikers were ready to 
negotiate – the 1968 strikes were rather traditional, but in other respects they were 
novel and radical. They were, to be begin with, very strongly supported by an 
unprecedentedly large proportion of workers and across an unusually broad range of 
industries. They were also unusual in that they often involved links with other 
movements and therefore other demands. In part this was a function of changes in 
the nature of the working class since the mid-1950s which had tended to undermine 
the order and discipline both of the factory and of the union: worker-peasants, 
immigrant workers, women, young workers often from other regions, and semi-
skilled workers.45 Less integrated into either trade union culture or the firm, it was 
often such workers who from the early 1960s adopted unconventional forms of 
struggle; in 1968 they were also often the least willing to accept the authority of the 
union and were more open to the radicalisation sought by revolutionaries in the 
unions. In May-June, it seems to be the case that the militancy of many workers 
derived from “a reaction against all forms of domination: that of the workplace, with 
all its constraints, that of the company on life outside the factory, that of the state, 
through its troops of police at the service of the employer.”46  

It is noteworthy how quickly ‘autogestion’ (self-management) became the buzzword 
of 1968, to the extent that the national leadership of the big union confederations 
were effectively obliged to address it.47 The CFDT declared its support on 25 May, 
but the PCF and CGT were, as we have seen, actively opposed: Séguy declared in 
the pages of L’Humanité on 22 May that “self-management is an empty phrase.”  

Worker self-management had been a major theme of new left discourse for the 
previous decade, with the journal Autogestion being founded in 1965 by Proudhon 
specialist Georges Gurvitch (following a conference on the contemporary relevance 
of Proudhon the previous year48). But the idea was by no means limited to 
intellectual circles: the idea had been raised as early as 1963, for instance, by the 
CFDT’s Clothing, Leather and Textile Workers’ Federation.49 As soon as the 
occupations began in mid-May, the CFDT proposed the replacement of 
“administrative and industrial monarchy” with democratic structures based on self-
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management.50 It is true that most attempts at worker self-management were 
relatively limited, but it is also the case that there were often demands for greater 
worker participation in various aspects of management and demands for greater 
rights of trade union representation. Given the massive disruption to the normal 
workings of the capitalist economy, many workers were also obliged to organise 
things themselves collectively and in solidarity. Vigna emphasises that even in 
workplaces where there were occupations but no attempt at self-management, we 
should not minimise just how transgressive the occupations were: 

As a moment of contestation and denunciation of existing structures, and as 
an assertion of the right to be heard, 1968 profoundly shook the world of 
French labour relations and inaugurated a decade of labour 
‘insubordination’.51  

Such working-class insubordination was fostered by the endless meetings and 
discussions which took place as a result of the strikes and occupations, in a 
comparable way to the more famous debates in the occupied universities and the 
Odéon theatre. These meetings enabled the drafting of lists of demands, in which 
criticisms of Fordist rationalisation featured prominently, despite union officials’ 
efforts to channel the demands towards more ‘traditional’ areas.52 

When the strike movement began to decline in June, workers also began to give 
voice to criticisms of the unions, for a number of reasons. Many strikers did not feel 
that their union’s demands addressed questions of power relations in the workplace 
properly, and in some places grass roots committees were created to formulate 
demands concerning the organisation of work. Secondly, it was by no means only 
leftist revolutionaries who questioned the role of the CGT in perennially downplaying 
the possibility of revolutionary change and insisting that demands had to be limited to 
the usual ones of “pay, pensions, retirement”.53 This had happened in 1936, 1947, 
1958 and now 1968, and impatience with it was quite widespread among the striking 
workers of 1968. The conclusion formed by many was that this was either a result of 
the CGT’s being overtaken by events, or because it had become “caught up in the 
system”.54  

 

‘Leftism’, the student movement and the Mouvement du 22 mars 

For Gombin, the interest in examining Leftism lies in the fact that it presented itself 
as “a successor to a theoretical construction which has practically monopolized 
radical thought over the last half-century”, namely Marxism-Leninism.55 (Gombin 
acknowledges anarchism and syndicalism, but points out that since the October 
Revolution they had survived only as sects, “expending the best part of their 
energies in pursuing a fanatical critique of the Soviet Union and its supporters.”56) 
Leftism had found “a sociological base in a living movement” and claimed to be “the 
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expression of current struggle”, and thus “no longer represents one radical utopia 
among others”, but is “the theory of a revolutionary movement in full flood”.57  

One of the principal matrices of leftism was, of course, the student movement, and 
like the main political parties of the left, the main student organisation, the UNEF, 
was in crisis. Despite having successfully mobilised students against the Vietnam 
war, it was fragmented and in the years 1962-68 became a site of competition 
between Communist, Trotskyist, Maoist, anarchist, PSU and other student 
organisations.58 Anarchist and situationist students at Strasbourg, Nantes and 
Nanterre created a ‘Tendance syndicale révolutionnaire fédéraliste’ which 
succeeded in taking control of their respective associations.59 It was the situationists 
in the Strasbourg students’ union who in 1966 published the notorious pamphlet, On 
the Poverty of Student Life, with its scandalous attack on the role of education in 
modern capitalist society, the conformism of the student body, sexual repression, the 
parlous state of the contemporary left, and so on.  

In May the M22M was at the centre of events: “Its victories on the Nanterre campus 
and the militant fervour of its members made it the most active and popular of the 
groups.”60 It was so named after the date on which 142 of its members occupied the 
university council chamber in protest against the arrest of five students from the 
National Vietnam Committee and the JCR following attacks on Chase Manhattan 
Bank and American Express buildings in Paris. Daniel Bensaïd would describe the 
M22M – the form of whose name was probably inspired by Castro’s ‘Movement of 26 
July’ – as anti-imperialist, anti-bureaucratic and anti-capitalist.61 Its mixture of 
anarchist, Trotskyist and unaligned militants functioned “at the cost of reciprocal 
concessions and on the basis of a common political experience which is the starting 
point of debate, without agreement on a ‘line’ being a prerequisite for action.”62 So 
the M22M was not really an ‘organisation’, but simply brought together revolutionary 
students who belonged to a number of organisations or none: members of the 
Nanterre Anarchist Group, who had split from the Anarchist Federation (FA), the 
Anarchist Students Liaison (LEA), Trotskyists from the JCR, Maoists from the UJC-
ML, ‘pro-situationists’, council communists, left Catholics and many without an 
ideological label.63 The M22M also had a very decentralised, federal organisational 
structure, but in practice it was very informal: a community of militants who met each 
other regularly and made decisions collectively at general meetings.64 They refused 
to be integrated into the structures created in the occupied universities, and “wanted 
to exist only as an informal group, perpetually inventing forms of action”:  

They remained, therefore, one of those ‘agitating minorities’ of which Sorel 
has spoken, which aimed at inspiring revolutionary movement without any 
theory. [...] Their actions were to be exemplary, that is, that they were to have 
the character of political escalation designed to induce others to follow their 
example. [...] Direct action of this kind went further than any proposed by the 
syndicalists in that it was inspired by the example of guerrilla warfare and the 
tactics of systematic provocation.65  
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Daniel Cohn-Bendit himself identified as an anarchist, but his attitude was similar to 
that defined by the UGAC (Union of Anarchist Communist Groups) in 1966: 
anarchists are only one part of a broad revolutionary movement; many Marxists now 
accept elements of the libertarian critique and are in favour of self-management; it is 
time to move beyond “old quarrels inherited from the past”, in particular that between 
Marx and Bakunin.66 He was nevertheless “very anti-Leninist” when it came to 
organisational methods: “I am for organizational federalism – for federated 
autonomous groups which act together but still preserve their autonomy.”67 

When an interviewer tried to pin him down with regard to intellectual influences on 
the revolutionary movement, Cohn-Bendit was dismissive:  

There aren’t ten people in the movement who have read Marcuse. [...] Camus 
is still a source, we read him, but he doesn’t have the same influence now. [...] 
Sartre belongs to the post-war period. We are at another stage. [...] I’m not 
going to name a single anarchist thinker; I don’t give a damn about 
theoreticians. There must be a theory which leads on to a particular activity. 
[...] In practice one relies on Marx and Bakunin, on Marcuse today, or 
Kolakowski. It is a fundamental error in studying the French student 
movement to search for some thinker who inspires our activity. [...] Every 
thinker counts for us. 68  

Compared to the heavily theorised critique of daily life produced by the situationists, 
the “global contestation” of the M22M was “primarily a tactical concept enabling 
activist minorities to attack by word and deed the numerous ‘forms of repression’ of 
bourgeois society.”69  

Many of the leading figures in the M22M had previously been involved in one or 
other of the small anarchist groups which had distanced themselves from the FA, 
rejecting what they saw as a form of anarchist dogmatism. They had wanted “not so 
much to renew anarchism as to renew revolutionary theory”.70 Journals such as Noir 
et Rouge, Informations Correspondence Ouvrières (ICO) and Socialisme ou 
Barbarie (which of course came out of the Marxist tradition but was described by 
Morin as representing “an original synthesis of Marxism and anarchism”71, and was 
immensely influential on many anarchists72) were devoted to a fundamental 
reconsideration of radical politics. “In this crucible, anarchism was smelted with other 
ideologies and practices.”73 This was facilitated by the M22M’s contacts with 
Trotskyists, with students from Berkeley and especially from the German SDS. They 
learned lessons from the suppression of the Kronstadt revolt, the 1920 Italian factory 
committees, Trotsky’s critique of Stalinism, Mao’s emphasis on the role of the 
peasantry, Marcuse’s analysis of the repressive nature of modern capitalism, and the 
tactics adopted by the Berkeley students and the Dutch ‘provos’.74 The situationists 
were also very important for the M22M’s theoretical horizons, and they distributed 
copies of The Poverty of Student Life, of Vaneigem’s The Revolution of Everyday 
Life (1967) and of Debord’s Society of the Spectacle (1967).75 Scornful of orthodoxy 
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and labels, many nevertheless accepted the labels ‘libertarian Marxist’ or ‘anarchist’ 
when pushed.76 For Biard, an anarchist active in the May movement, the M22M 
incarnated perfectly “the diffuse anti-authoritarian spirit which marked the movement 
in the early days both in the universities and in workplaces.”77 

A number of young French leftists, including Cohn-Bendit, attended the international 
anarchist congress in Carrare in Italy in August-September 1968. The conference 
represented a clear generational clash. The leftists’ argument was that “the May 
insurrection was not the work of a specific organisation” but “a perfect example of the 
spontaneity of the masses, and various revolutionary movements, especially the 
anarchists, played a leading role in triggering it.”78 Traditional anarchism represented 
“an orthodoxy which was completely overwhelmed in the street by the events of 
May”: the revolution would be made “through direct action and not through theory.” 
Any kind of “institutional structure [...] stifles the vitality of the revolution.”79  

More experienced anarchists condemned the leftists’ ‘spontaneism’ and faith in the 
efficacy of “exemplary action” as being both a return to a failed nineteenth-century 
tactic, and as naïve.80 In their eyes, the failure of the May insurrection was thus due 
to the ‘spontaneism’ of groups such as the M22M.81 Even Guérin, a champion of 
revolutionary spontaneity and close to Cohn-Bendit, had reservations and it seems 
to have been the failure of 68 which pushed him and others away from anarchism 
and towards a kind of libertarian Marxism (especially Luxemburgism). As he wrote in 
1971: 

Apart from a handful of unrepentant ‘spontaneists’, obsessive adversaries of 
organisation because of their dread of the bureaucratic peril and who have as 
a result condemned themselves to sterility, no militant, either among the 
students or in the working class, believes today that it would be possible to 
make a lasting revolution without an ‘active minority’.82 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

Was ‘1968’ anarchist? 

The consensus among both activists and researchers is that the anarchist movement 
was at a low ebb in 1968. According to Leval, a veteran of anarchist struggles in 
France, Spain and Argentina, “never since its appearance in different countries [...], 
has anarchism been as weak both in terms of its numerical strength or its intellectual 
contribution”, the principle reason being “ideological, philosophical, ethical and 
tactical confusion”.83 Of course anarchists became involved in the movement, but as 
Joyeux, a leading figure in the FA put it, “we jumped on a train that was already 
moving!”84 But the anarchist movement as a whole was overwhelmed by 68: “Their 
small numbers and their notorious unpreparedness for dealing with such situations 
reduced them to the status of spectators.”85 Nor did anarchist organisations grow as 
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a result of 68, and in the early 1970s the movement was as numerically weak and as 
divided as before 1968.86 The anarchist presence in the occupied universities in 
terms of groups and literature was minimal.87 References in movement literature 
were to Marx, Lenin, Trotsky and Mao, not the anarchist canon. On the rare occasion 
that anarchism was referred to, it was negatively. The situationists had a certain 
profile but did not identify as anarchists and even objected to the fact that the 
bourgeois press assimilated them to the anarchist movement.88 (Having said that, 
the conflation was justified to an extent given the situationists’ aims, as defined in a 
leaflet of May 1968 produced by the Comité Enragés-Internationale Situationniste: 
direct democracy, revocable delegates, the abolition of hierarchy, the permanent 
creative participation of the masses, etc.89) 

Some have argued that 1968 represented the birth of a new kind of anarchism. 
Duteuil suggests that the anarchist students and others involved in the various 
dissident groups “shared a certain vision of anarchism far removed from the non-
violent, humanistic individualism that had been prevalent in the movement and 
especially within the FA for some years.” They were what he called “the forerunners 
of a slow and ongoing transformation of the anarchist movement that would take it 
back to more social and movement-centred activities, and more militant ones.”90 

Morin wrote in July 1968: “It seems to me that we can speak both of a resurrection 
and of a renaissance of anarchy among the students.”91 By ‘resurrection’, he meant 
that the students in 1968 wanted to “change their lives as much as they wanted to 
change society”, that they were inspired partly by the American beatnik and hippy 
movements and partly by a rediscovery of anarchism. By ‘renaissance’, he meant 
that the students had taken anarchism, with its exclusive references to anarchist 
thinkers of the nineteenth century, and had integrated aspects of the thought of Marx 
and of Freud to produce a kind of “libertarian communism”:  

Searching for a theoretical justification for their desire for freedom and 
authenticity, they came across different currents of modern thought, and it is 
from this extremely open revisionism that the renaissance of the libertarian 
movement was born.92 

Some have argued that 1968 globally was strongly influenced by the anarchist and 
revolutionary syndicalist traditions.93 As the US anarchist Paul Goodman put it: 

Needless to say, officials of the capitalist countries say that the agitators are 
Communists, and Communists say they are bourgeois revisionists. In my 
opinion, there is a totally different political philosophy underlying – it is 
anarchism.94 

For Goodman, “the protesting students are anarchist because they are in a historical 
situation to which anarchism is their only possible response”95 – namely the Cold 
War and the dominance of the military-industrial complex, the abuse of science and 
technology and impending ecological crisis, the centralisation and technocratic 
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management of society and the hollowing out of democracy, the subordination of 
education to the needs of capital. One should add to Goodman’s list the failure of the 
institutional left. This was all analysed in detail in the 1962 Port Huron Statement96 
and, in somewhat less accessible language, in the situationists’ Poverty of Student 
Life in 1966. As Arblaster put it: 

Anarchism, with its emphasis on self-activity, on people having direct power 
over their own lives, makes an obviously relevant challenge and response to 
the feelings of helplessness and powerlessness which are the inevitable 
obverse of the concentration of power at the top.97 

Suggesting that both capitalist and ‘socialist’ countries saw “a distinct, though fairly 
modest growth in the numbers of the anarchists themselves”, Arblaster also argued 
for a more diffuse but still significant influence of anarchist ideas:98 

It would be absurd to suggest that the majority of the New Left have read 
deeply in the writings of Proudhon or Kropotkin [...]. Nevertheless [...] 
anarchist ideas and attitudes have been widely adopted outside the ‘official’ 
anarchist movement itself. And perhaps this is in itself a paradoxical tribute to 
the influence of anarchism. The intense resistance among young radicals to 
being labelled, towards fixed ideologies and doctrines, and formal political 
parties and sects, has led to their fighting shy of identifying themselves even 
with anarchism. And, after all, not even the anarchist movement has entirely 
succeeded in avoiding the kind of bureaucratic fossilization to which the 
established parties of the left have fallen prey.99 

This is similar to George Woodcock’s conclusion about the apparent revival of 
anarchism: “The old revolutionary sect has not been resurrected, but in its place has 
appeared a moral-political movement typical of the age.”100 

 

The spirit of 68 

68 was profoundly antiauthoritarian, questioning the legitimacy of all power relations, 
of all institutions, of all imposed social roles. Katsiaficas stresses the attack on social 
identities and divisions and the implicit demand for equality: 

The animating principle of the world spirit of 1968 was to forge new identities 
based on the negation of existing divisions: in place of patriotism and national 
chauvinism, international solidarity; instead of hierarchy and patterns of 
domination and submission, self-management and individual self-
determination; in place of patriarchy and racism, egalitarian humanism; rather 
than competition, cooperation; rather than the accumulation of wealth, 
attempts to end poverty; instead of the domination of nature, ecological 
harmony.101  
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For Goodman, the defining characteristic of 1968 was participatory democracy, “the 
chief idea in the Port Huron Statement”: 

It is a cry for a say in the decisions that shape our lives, against top-down 
direction, social engineering, corporate and political centralization, absentee 
owners, brainwashing by mass media. In its connotations, it encompasses no 
taxation without representation, grass-roots populism, the town meeting, 
congregationalism, federalism, Student Power, Black Power, workers’ 
management, soldiers’ democracy, guerrilla organization. It is, of course, the 
essence of anarchist social order, the voluntary federation of self-managed 
enterprises.102 

The actual phrase ‘participatory democracy’ may have been coined in 1962 by the 
SDS authors of the Port Huron Statement, but before that, as Horn reminds us, the 
practice came out of the experimental communities developed through the 
‘grassroots democracy’ of the Student Nonviolent Co-ordinating Committee (created 
in 1960) in the American Deep South: “a commitment to surmount the usual barrier 
of status, a commitment on the part of participants to trust each other as equals, not 
by dividing power up equally, but by fostering each person’s self-development.”103 
Direct democracy, dialogue and mass participation were adopted spontaneously 
throughout the American and European new left movements, beginning with 
Berkeley’s aptly named Free Speech Movement (1964-65). 1960s student 
movements were characterised everywhere by the frequency of mass meetings or 
general assemblies, and later by innumerable working groups, commissions and 
sub-committees which enabled the participation of an even greater proportion of 
activists. Occupations, whether of university buildings or workplaces, became 
equally frequent across America and Europe, and provided the physical space and 
time for such deliberations. An extension of this desire to liberate thought and 
speech can be seen in the spread of alternative curricula and forms of education, 
from the Freedom Schools that spread through African American communities to the 
Free University of Berkeley in 1965, and then ‘free’ or ‘critical’ universities in Italy, 
Britain, the Netherlands, Germany and France in 1966-68. As for labour unrest in 
this period, it was also characterised by the normalisation of large general 
assemblies in factories and office buildings, and these, similarly to what occurred in 
the universities, spawned commissions and subcommissions. More permanent 
organisms were also created by striking workers, bringing together all workers 
irrespective of union membership: the Italian ‘unitary base committees’, strike or 
workers’ committees elsewhere. Experiments in self-management in France, 
Portugal and elsewhere were extensions of democracy to everyday working life.  

 

The legacy of 1968  
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Despite attempts to portray 1968 as having achieved little, the ‘long 1960s’ did in fact 
achieve a great deal, even if it fell short of the ‘total revolution’ envisaged by many of 
68’s protagonists. Marwick provided plenty of empirical evidence for “a ‘revolution’, 
or ‘transformation’ in material conditions, lifestyles, family relationships and personal 
freedoms for the vast majority of ordinary people”.104 Across Europe, workers (blue 
and white-collar) gained significant wage increases in the years following 1968, as 
well as “the only significant reduction of working time since World War II”105 thanks to 
the decade of heightened social conflict which continued well into the 1970s.106 

But perhaps other less tangible changes are more important:  

[T]he concrete experience of a qualitatively different way of life, the exposure 
to non-hierarchical modes of social interaction, the lived environment of 
solidarity, the heated atmosphere of open debate, the concrete strivings for a 
common and mutually beneficial system-transcending goal.107  

68 was a source of hope and inspiration for at least a generation, and ushered in a 
period of militancy: in the workplace, in the new social movements (feminism, lesbian 
and gay rights, environmentalism, prisoners’ rights, immigrants’ rights) and in 
education and culture. 68 represented “the ideological tomb of the concept of the 
‘leading role’ of the industrial proletariat”: 

After 1968, none of the “other” groups in struggle - neither women nor racial 
“minorities” nor sexual “minorities” nor the handicapped nor the “ecologists” 
[...] - would ever again accept the legitimacy of “waiting” upon some other 
revolution. And since 1968, the “old left” movements have themselves 
become increasingly embarrassed about making, have indeed hesitated to 
continue to make, such demands for the “postponement” of claims until some 
presumed post-revolutionary epoch.108  

In that sense, it can be argued that 1968, as well as being the last nail in the coffin of 
orthodox Communism, also effectively redefined politics. Arguably, we can find in 
1968 the roots of the ‘unofficial politics’ which characterises the various 
‘anticapitalist’ movements of the 1990s and 2000s:109  

World-historical movements define new epochs in the cultural, political, and 
economic dimensions of society. Even in failure, they present new ideas and 
values which become common sense as time passes. World-historical 
movements qualitatively reformulate the meaning of freedom for millions of 
human beings.110 
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