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MAY ’68 means very little to the average Indian. Here, the second 
French Revolution, when students took to the streets of France in the 
spring of 1968, has not acquired the mythical aura it still enjoys in 
France and in Europe. Though some sociologists have written that 
nothing happened, the generation that is celebrating 40 years of May 
’68 still cherishes memories of those hot May days. 
 
The “movement” began with a group of students of the University of 
Paris- Nanterre on March 22. They were unhappy with the “class 
discrimination” and the political bureaucracy which controlled the 
university’s funding. It could have remained one of the hundreds of 
flash-strikes that French universities are used to. But something else 
happened. One of the reasons was the violent reaction of Nanterre’s 
authorities. 
 
They immediately called the riot police (known as “CSR” in France). 
Suddenly, a banal conflict turned into a revolution. Forty years later, 
the slogans and wallwritings of May ‘68 are fresh in memory. Among 
the first mantras to be repeated by the students was “CSR-SS”, 
comparing the French police, who used unnecessarily brutal force to 
occupy Nanterre, with the Nazi special forces. On May 2, Nanterre was 
closed and the authorities threatened to take action against some of 
the student leaders. One of them was Daniel Cohn-Bendit (alias Dany 
the Red), a red headed German (French by birth) who belonged to the 
Groupe anarchist de Nanterre (today he is Vice-President of the 
European Parliament, elected on a green ticket). This fiery orator soon 
became one of the figureheads of the student movement. 
 
From the start, the movement was condemned by the communists and 
the church. The students themselves were violently anti-communist 
(“Down with the Stalinist carcass!”, “Down with all the groups who 
want to hijack us!”). Their anarchism disturbed all. In some ways, May 
‘68 was a great khichri, a pot-pourri of different visions of the world: 
anarchist, revolutionary, Maoist, anti-clerical. But behind all this was a 
deeper aspiration for a new world. Let us remember the epoch. An 
entire generation had suffered terrible privations during World War II. 
The end of the 40s witnessed a baby boom in Europe, more 
particularly in France. The new parents worked hard to satisfy all the 



material desires they had not fulfilled during the war. While they 
wanted to provide everything for their progeny, they also wanted their 
children to accept their own vision of the world. 
 
As for the students, they wanted the happiness that their parents had 
not known. On the walls of Nanterre, one read, “In a society that has 
abolished all adventures, the only adventure left is to abolish society”, 
or elsewhere, “Happiness is a new idea”. 
 
After the war, their parents had had no time to be happy, rushing to 
rebuild their lives and the country. They wanted to inculcate in their 
children the importance of work, family and respect for the elders. This 
lack of joy expressed itself when the workers joined the general strike 
mid-May. Parodying the hymn to the proletariat, a slogan proclaimed, 
“Workers of the world, have fun” (instead of unite)! 
 
The students were pleading for more freedom (including sexual 
freedom), gender equality in a male-oriented society, a less rigid social 
structure, a happier society. Someone wrote on the Sorbonne’s wall, 
“We want nothing of a world in which the certainty of not dying from 
hunger comes in exchange for the risk of dying from boredom”. 
 
But slowly the established power centres, particularly the Communist 
Party and the traditional trade unions hijacked the students’ 
aspirations. On May 13, the main trade unions called for a general 
strike to support the movement; the Communist Party reluctantly 
joined the appeal. 
 
By the end of May, 10 million people (two-thirds of France’s workforce) 
were on strike. The country was paralysed. “No god, no master” was 
written on the walls. But who was to rule the country? Many wanted 
President de Gaulle to go, but when Prime Minister Georges Pompidou 
made generous offers in terms of increments in minimum wages and 
other incentives (the Grenelle Agreement), the movement shrank to 
monetary and other petty trade-unionist demands. The revolution was 
diverted! 
 
On May 31, de Gaulle (who had been hiding at an airbase in Germany) 
spoke on the radio. He threatened to impose a state of emergency and 
force the workers back to work. Out of fear, millions obeyed. At the 
same time, he offered a carrot: new legislative elections would be held 
on June 23. 
 



During the following weeks, millions of students saw their ideal of a 
better world evaporate in the hot air of June. This dream symbolised 
by the mantra “Be realistic, Demand the Impossible”, had vanished, 
but for those who lived through the month, nothing would be the 
same. They had lived a societal tsunami. Interestingly, the virus 
spread to several other parts of the world and manifested itself in 
different ways. 
 
In Czechoslovakia, it was the Prague Spring which was killed by 7,000 
Soviet tanks in August; in Mexico, it was the student revolts before the 
Olympics, where hundreds were killed during The Night of Tlatelolco 
(does it remind you of something?). Today, a question remains, does 
the contemporary society allows its youth to dream? 
 
 


