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Chris Reynolds
May '68: a contested history

Despite the tendency of decennial commemorations to cement the "official version"
of May '68, important questions remain unanswered. What exactly was the role of
the police in the escalation of the violence (including the much overlooked fatalities
in June)? Why did the Renault factory workers reject the concessions obtained in
the Grenelle agreements? And was de Gaulle on the point of stepping down when
he went to Baden—-Baden? Chris Reynolds points out some blind spots in the
increasingly stereotyped interpretation of the events in France forty years ago.

The sustained and varied debate surrounding this issue has done little other
than to confirm the "liquidation" of history mentioned by Kristin Ross. As it
remains open to discussion, there appears to be no limitations to the labels that
can be attached to this extraordinary set of events. The more time passes, the
more it appears to be difficult to truly pin down what happened, why and what
the consequences have been. The overall inconclusiveness as regards the
interpretation of 1968 has meant that those notions that dominate the
stereotypical picture of the crisis (Parisian, bourgeois, student, utopian, etc.)
are given increased credibility, mainly as a result of their prominence. Many
factors can help explain just why 1968 is so immune to definition, including
the lack of agreement over some important areas of debate.

The fortieth anniversary of 1968 confirms the tradition of decennial
commemorations whose contribution has been crucial in the vast coverage of
the "events". However, and as Kristin Ross has argued, "In the case of '68, an
enormous amount of narrative labour —— and not a shroud of silence —— has
facilitated the active forgetting of the events in Frarid&/hether one

considers the upheaval, its consequences, interpretations or explanations, it is
quite difficult, if not impossible, to find real consensuss the years have

gone by, opinions, influenced by ideas and portrayals that have become
accepted or taken for granted, have developed and evolved. Ross observes:

May '68 has been buried, raked through the coals, trivialized,
or represented as a monstrosity. [...] Only days after the events
subsided in June '68, an astounding proliferation of verbiage
began to be published, and this production has continued, with
discernible ebbs and flows, to this day. Discourse has been
produced, but its primary effect has been to liquidate —— to use
an old '68 word —— erase, or render obscure the history of
May.3

A certain mystery, therefore, continues to surround this much discussed "May
'68". This article will assess the reasons why, despite such unprecedented
focus, periodic analysis and reassessment, '68 remains the subject of intense
debate and to a certain extent can be termed as indefinable. It will be argued
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that this is due to the absence of agreement amongst analysts and
commentators concerning several important aspects. However, first of all let us
begin with an assessment of consensus areas that have been pivotal in shaping
how 1968 is perceived today and have ensured the emergence of what Isabelle
Sommier describes as an "official history". The absence of consent over certain
facets, the continued debate and the enduring vague nature of the crisis has
facilitated the dominance of this narrow representation. Its increasing
prevalence, it will be argued, has been aided by those questions that are no
longer the focus of any real discussion.

Consensus issues

The causes are, more often than not, the starting point of many readings of the
1968 eventd.Unanimity over the conditions that led to the explosion of 1968
during a period of relative stability is discernable. For example, it is generally
accepted that after 10 years, de Gaulle's dominance and authoritarian style of
leadership was dated and in need of renéalonomically, the advantages of

the Trente Glorieuses (1945-1975) are described as giving way to increasing
frustration from a working—class unconvinced of the distribution of wealth and
young people more and more concerned by the spectre of unemployment.
The priorities and values of this generation are depicted as having clashed with
those of their parents and grandparents, whose upbringings were in stark
contrast’ Such circumstances are put forward to explain why the university
system —— a microcosm of society itself —— served as the §{dnik.

institution, crippled by the concentration of baby—-boomers, represented the
perfect breeding ground for rebelliousness, its students increasingly looking
abroad for inspiration at a time when romantic figures and causes were
omnipresent.

That the convergence of these factors explains why the 1968 events took hold
is without question. However, such an approach has facilitated a certain
normalisation of what happened and in turn has helped the materialisation of a
progressively constricted outlook. Reducing the revolt to something with
identifiable causes dilutes its insaisissable (eluSjveature that made it so
difficult to control and such a focus of interest and controversy. Furthermore,
the heavy emphasis on the university as the origin has led to an inappropriate
prominence of only one element of what was a society-wide revolt. In
addition, placing the French revolt within the context of an international
upheaval arguably undermines its originality and reduces it to none other than
a typically Gallicised extension of a worldwide jolt. Symptomatic of this
selective perspective is Jean—Claude Guillebaud's summary of the events in
1978: "In May '68, the excitement at the Sorbonne and the occupation of the
Odéon were none other than the metropolitan French - and in truth exclusively
'Parisian’ - version of a bizarre international wave of protést."

The great dearth of regional analyses is a particularly revealing characteristic
of the limitations of the "official history". When examining the conditions that
led to 1968, much accent is placed on Parisian experiences, with the capital
seemingly representative of the nation as a whole. However, France saw
upheaval across the country and while students from the Latin Quarter were
instrumental in triggering the crisis, the subsequent wholesale revolt revealed
the existence of a general social malaise. Every region experienced the events
in its own way with varying motivations behind its diverse demakrids.
However, coverage of the crisis is largely dominated by Pa@isnsequently,
little is known of the true magnitude of the nationwide insurrection, the driving
forces behind provincial revolts and the ensuing impact of 1968 on regional
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issues. Despite a growing importance attached to the significance of events in
provincial Francé? and some particularly revealing regional case stuflide
overriding depiction is one of a principally Parisian student movement that
precipitated a general strike. Only when the focus moves to the widespread
nature of the strike movement do regional divergences receive, admittedly
limited, coveragé® The underlying characteristics of regional student and
social movements are ignored. Provincial events are represented as evolving
strictly in relation to the unfolding developments in the capital.

With the benefit of hindsight much consensus centres on the political,
economic, social and international climate prior to May 1968 with the result
that it is now possible to pinpoint the circumstances that came together to
produce such an seminal set of events. However, this approach has helped
mould the characteristics of the limited representation that prevails today. Such
conclusions can equally be drawn from how the events themselves are
analysed and recounted.

It is generally agreed that the events took place in three specific phases.
Phase one, which has become known as the "student crisis", runs from 3 to 13
May. It includes the period beginning with the police intervention in the
courtyard of the Sorbonne on 3 May, the escalating violence and rise in
support for the student movement culminating in the infamous "Night of the
Barricades" on 10 May. It was as a result of this night of terrible violence and
extreme police brutality that the one—day strike (supported by all the unions)
and the massive demonstration of the 13 May were orgatfigéat second

phase, between 14-27 May, is known as the "workers' crisis". Throughout this
stage, the one—day stoppage expanded to an all-out general strike in which
France was brought to a complete standstill. It is characterised by the different
attitudes of the two major unions, the CFDT (Confédération francaise
démocratique du travail) and the CGT (Confédération générale du travail), and
the inability of the communist—controlled union to stop the spreading of the
strikes.

The powerlessness of Pompidou and de Gaulle in dealing with the situation
and the eventual rejection of the Grenelle agreements on 27 May gave the
impression, briefly, that the state had exhausted all possible avenues to a
resolution?® The events then moved into their shortest, yet most critical, phase.
The political crisis, from 27-30 May, saw France on the brink of an overthrow
of the Gaullist regime. This chapter is distinguished by the President's
mysterious trip to Baden—Baden, the failure of the Left to find common
ground, the General's eventual return, his defiant address to the nation and the
subsequent massive demonstration in support of him. It is widely recognised
that the rise of the "silent majority" on 30 May in support of de Gaulle brought
the curtain down on the events of 1968.

Charting the amplification of the 1968 revolt using these three phases allows
for an appreciation of the manner with which the upheaval spread so quickly
across so many sectors of French society. However, by dividing the events into
three separate crises, it is possible to glean the impression that there was no
real convergence of participants and their ideas. The pre—eminent portrayal
suggests that there was virtually no contact between workers, students and
politicians. This notion has aided the concretisation of the belief that the
student "movement”, incapable of providing a viable political alternative, was
hijacked by a working—class movement that was only really ever interested in
material gains. The possibility of the 1968 revolt posing any significant threat
to the political status quo of the time is consequently undermined. The effects
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of this quite rigid, chronological overview are not restricted to undermining

any possible interaction between the diverse participants. Limitations can also
be perceived through the virtual absence of coverage of what took place in
June 1968. As mentioned earlier, the majority of analyses regard the General's
speech on 30 May as spelling the end of the crisis. What happened in the
weeks that followed is little analysed. With such minimal coverage one could
be forgiven for believing that what occurred in June was of no significance.

This, of course, is not the case. The events leading up to the general election at
the end of June could be considered as less exciting or romantic than what
happened during May. However, this period was not without notable incident.
After all, it was during June that "68 saw its first fatalities. The police cranked
up the violence to bring the strike to an end and to ensure the smooth running
of the election campaign. The Sorbonne, Théatre de I'Odéon and other
occupied buildings were cleared of demonstratbiswas then that the
government implemented some of the most oppressive measitany

leftwing groups were outlawed the sale of their newspapers was forbidden,
demonstrations were banned, and the government benefited from the help of
groups like the CDR (Compagnies de défense de la République) and the SAC
(Service d'action civique) to guarantee that there would no longer be any
chance of the movement starting up agéiviet, as Capdeveille and Mouriaux
point out: "Rare are those who talk of May—-June 196®he can only

speculate as to why this has become the case. It is arguably easier for all
concerned to focus on the spectacular, romantic and positive elements of May
as opposed to the more negative June 1968. In the light of the heightened
degree of violence, the deaths and the realisation that the revolt was coming to
an end, it is of no real surprise that June is increasingly absent from the focus
of the "May 1968 industry®® Whether calculated or not, the elimination of

June 1968 does little to provide a complete picture of the events. The simple
fact that what happened in spring 1968 is all too often described as the events
of "May '68" and not often enough the events of "May—-June '68" only serves to
underline the scant importance attached to a vital period of the overall crisis.

Analysts appear to concur as to the structure of how the events should be
presented. However, as with the causes, the increasing dominance of a certain
method to analyzing the crisis has arguably facilitated the emanation of a
stereotypical image of it that has progressively minimised its seriousness and
significance. Such a reductionist consequence is equally apparent when
considering the level of consensus surrounding the role of some of the major
protagonists.

It is commonly acknowledged that the policy of the French Communist Party
(PCF) and its trade union, over which it had supreme control, was fundamental
to how the events unfolded. Much is made of the paradoxical attitude of the
PCF. In name at least a revolutionary party, it is held up as one of the major
reasons for the failure of the '68 crisis to become a revolution. From the outset,
the PCF is portrayed as strongly opposed to the movement. This initial attitude
is often summed up by an article in L'Humanité on 3 May 1968 by the future
leader of the PCF, Georges Marchais, in which he attempted to differentiate his
party from what it considered as irresponsible leftwing elements with which

the working—class was advised not to become involved. When the events
moved into the second phase, the PCF realised that they would not be able to
stop the spread of the general strike. However, students were kept at a distance
and the strike's aims were limited to purely material demands. The PCF/CGT
did not wish to undermine an opportunity for such significant gains through
fraternisation with elements beyond their contfdt. was not until 28 May
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that the PCF turned its attention, only very briefly, to the possibility of
overturning the Gaullist regint8 However, even then it was only half-hearted
and they were partly responsible for the failure of the Left to provide a united
front in a possible provisional government. It is often pointed out that the PCF
was one of the first to accept de Gaulle's offer of a general election on 30 May,
thus ending any hope of a revolution, in order to emphasise the PCF's desire to
see a maintenance of the status quo.

That the PCF was to prove one of the most formidable obstacles to a revolution
in 1968 is no longer in question. However, placing so much attention on pitting
the communists against the students only serves to further strengthen the
circumscribed image of the revolt. Excessive emphasis on the role of the
PCF/CGT in rendering a revolutionary outcome of the crisis impossible
anchors the impression that the majority of the "movement" was made up of
exclusively extreme leftwing elements intent on wreaking havoc with their
utopian political agendas. As the years pass, the 1968 revolt is increasingly
portrayed as an irresponsible, bon—enfant tantrum by a group of spoilt Parisian
students. The great diversity of participants, their ideas and motivations is
ignored and subsumed into a certain image of what those involved were
actually striving for, how they behaved and how their movements were
organised. The fact that even the PCF was opposed has facilitated a further
undermining of the credibility of the "movement" —— a term that in itself has

its limitations. Just as the chronology of the events has been simplified with
significant implications for how they are seen today, so too has there been
categorisation of those who participated that has had a diminishing impact.
When assessing 1968, many analyses allude to a "movement”. This is
particularly the case when describing the upheaval within the university world.
One could consequently be forgiven for considering the upheaval as having
been orchestrated by a single organisation with a common set of aims and
objectives.

Nothing could be further from the truth. The "movement" was in fact an
extremely diverse collection of groups and organisations with different
ideologies and aim®.There were Trotskyites, Leninists, Stalinists, Maoists,
situationists, communists, and anarchists all of whom, throughout the events,
were continually in competition with each otliéFurthermore, while such

groups have become increasingly considered as typifying the entire 1968
upheaval, the truth is that they formed only a minority of one section of an
entire society in revolt. In fact, most of those involved were non—-militant
students, not at all politically motivatédMany on the front line were simply
protesting against the heavy—handed tactics of the police and the intransigence
of the state. Cohn—-Bendit, Sauvageot and Geismar are often considered as
having been the leaders of the student movement. This, however, was not the
case®? It would be a misjudgement to declare that any of these media—chosen
personalities were the leaders of a movement that prided itself on a deliberate
absence of direction. The lack of attention afforded to the heterogeneous nature
of the student "movement" and the over-emphasis of the role of such a
minority is symptomatic of the increasingly blinkered view that has come to
dominate the history of the events in general.

That agreement has been reached over the role of the PCF has unquestionably
aided an understanding of certain elements that rendered 1968 so exceptional.
On the other hand, however, it has arguably paved the way for the dominance
of the narrow representation mentioned above. Further contradictory
implications of the events' history are evident in analyses of the part played by
two other major figures.
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From the beginning of the events, General de Gaulle is described as seeming to
completely misunderstand the revolt or failing to consider what was happening
as important. This attitude is seen to have increased the frustration of those
involved and precipitated the surge in public support for what had started as an
exclusively student movement. When considering his performance during the
events of May '68, his address on the 30 May in which he appeared magically
to resolve one month's chaos in a four-minute speech, is often cited. However,
the reality is somewhat different and many point to his difficulty in coming to
grips with the situation in 1968 as the beginning of a process that would lead to
his departure the following yeat There is a marked difference with the

attitude of the prime minister, Georges Pompidou. Despite some initial errors,
such as his own state visit to Afghanistan and his much criticised decision to
concede on initial student demands, the position taken by Pompidou was
certainly much more pragmatic and realistic than that of the General. He
worked tirelessly throughout the events with the chief of police, with de

Gaulle, and at the assembly to ensure that the crisis be brought to a successful
conclusion. The content of the miraculous speech made by de Gaulle on 30
May was forced upon him by the prime minister. He persuaded the general that
the best thing to do would be to dissolve the assembly and call for a general
election. This, of course, is exactly what de Gaulle*tlidf the two leaders in
power during the events of 1968, it was undoubtedly Pompidou who emerged
the stronger. De Gaulle's sackihgf his prime minister is regarded by all as

an acceptance of the latter's qualities to become president, while de Gaulle
himself appeared to encourage such assumptions.

The general consensus is that the events were extremely detrimental for de
Gaulle while, at the same time, Pompidou's performance confirmed his
credentials as a capable succes$sttuch is made of de Gaulle's very negative
approach, particularly in the opening weeks of the crisis. And while he was the
focus of much opposition, portraying him as the source of most of the
frustration is to further water down the diversity of the 1968 outburst.
Grievances were numerous and varied across the nation; 1968 was much more
than a simple desire to oust the president. Additionally, an over—-emphasis on
the individual errors of de Gaulle and Pompidou in some way obscures the
precariousness of the situation. The escalation of the crisis could be interpreted
as being as much a result of clumsiness and miscalculation on the part of the
president and his prime minister as it was of the existence of a determined
movement striving for change. Finally, the real political impact of the
General's departure is minimised as a result of two factors. Firstly, the
sweeping majority obtained by Gaullists in the June 1968 general elections is
seen as further proof of the inability of the '68 "movement" to harness the
outpouring of rebelliousness and public backing in order to threaten Gaullist
hegemony, thus confirming the irresponsible image largely propagated today.
Secondly, although de Gaulle was forced to step down, it was not as a direct
result of the '68 upheaval. And, in any case, the man who replaced him was
none other than his dauphin, his very own choice and in many ways a
continuation of his ideas, morals and concept of the nation. This is yet another
example of a problematic area of the history of 1968. Paradoxically, it is areas
such as these, upon which there is little debate, that have been decisive in
laying the ground for the rise in a restricted depiction of the events.

This first section has flagged up the advantages and disadvantages of the
unprecedented level of attention afforded to the 1968 events. On the one hand,
consensus in many areas has facilitated a certain degree of understanding of
the main themes and issues of the crisis. Whether discussing the causes, what
actually happened or the leading players, there certainly appears to be
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agreement amongst analysts and commentators. However, while such
consensus areas can perhaps explain why —— even amongst young people
today’® —— 1968 appears to be generally well understood, it has been suggested
that their impact has not been all positive. In fact, it is argued that principal
areas that are no longer the focus of any real debate have been crucial in
anchoring a specific representation of the events, one that does not tell the full
story. The conditions from which the crisis is described as having erupted, the
manner in which its unfolding is structured and confined to a specific time
span, the categorisation of its protagonists and the telescopic focus on only
certain elements are all factors that have been fundamental in shaping the
narrow image so prevalent today. As the second section will demonstrate, the
rise and predominance of the "official history" has been assisted and
strengthened by the distinct lack of agreement in several other pivotal areas.

Areas of disagreement

The debate concerning how 1968 should be interpreted is one that has been
present since the events' conclusion and upon which no real agreement has
ever been reached. This lack of consensus is highlighted by the sheer diversity
of readings proposed. As well as describing the crisis as anything from a dress
rehearsal for an imminent revolutirio a carnival-like psychodrant®&,early

texts also saw it as the beginning of a new era of class struggle that would
prove influential in the development of sociéty.ater, the crisis became
shrouded in negativity as one-time revolutionary inspirations lost their
romantic appeal. 1968 has been described as furthering the dominance of
capitalism in France by breaking down the barriers to modernisation thus
creating the exact opposite of what it supposedly aspir&driee alleged
individualism of the 1980s, reflected in the apathetic, egotistical indifference

of the population at the time, is portrayed as having originated in the '68
movement:® The perceived march towards narcissistic individualism has been
described as having been given a boost by the ideas expressed in the revolt of
196824 Only one branch of an international revolt, the events have been
described as a generational conflict characterised by misplaced revolutionary
tendencies that has nonetheless succeeded in bringing about significant
changes to French society, particularly in terms of cultural advahbiare
recently, the events have come under criticism as an irresponsible moment that
has created significant difficulties for French sociéty.

The issue of making sense of the 1968 events is not only multi-faceted. As
society develops, the legacy and heritage of the crisis is adapted to fit in with
new circumstances. The quest to define 1968 has created a situation whereby
examinations of how the events are interpreted have become as prevalent as
interpretations themselvésHowever, the sustained and varied debate
surrounding this issue has done little other than to confirm the "liquidation" of
history mentioned by Kristin Ross. As it remains open to discussion, there
appears to be no limitations to the labels that can be attached to this
extraordinary set of events. The more time passes, the more it appears to be
difficult to truly pin down what happened, why and what the consequences
have been. The overall inconclusiveness as regards the interpretation of 1968
has meant that those notions that dominate the stereotypical picture of the
crisis (Parisian, bourgeois, student, utopian, etc.) are given increased
credibility, mainly as a result of their prominence. Many factors can help
explain just why 1968 is so immune to definition, including the lack of
agreement over some important areas of debate.
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Due to the relative political and economical stability in which France found
itself prior to the events, the vast majority of texts indicate that the crisis was
completely unforeseeabt& However, there are those for whom the crisis was
not only predictable, but also inevitable. One of the most revealing accounts
comes from the Dean of Nanterre at the time of the events, Pierre Grappin. In
the book, L'lle aux peuplief8,he details clear signs that things were

beginning to get out of hand, signs the government was aware of. He describes
how both personal frienéisand the then minister for education Alain

Peyrefitté! warned him in advance that Nanterre was going to be the scene of
serious difficulties. Another example of what can be considered as a warning
of what was to come is the now famous article, "La France s'ennuie", by the
journalist Pierre Viansson-Ponté, published in Le Monde not long before the
events. Detailing how the population was bored, Viansson—-Ponté describes the
weary General de Gaulle faced with the static and unexciting period in which
France found itself. By drawing comparisons with the highly exciting and
romantic events taking place elsewhere in the world, this article was not only
prophetic but also accurate in pinpointing some of the factors that would go on
to inspire the revolt? Some other commentators see 1968 as the fruition of an
ongoing process of politicisation resulting form the issue of decolonisation:

"By 1968, the sky was already darkened. It was an event with a long
preparation, dating back to the mobilization against the Algerian War and with
an immediate afterlife continuing at least up to the mid—19¥08thers, such

as Jacques Kergoat, point to clear working class unrest in the years leading up
to 1968: "[...] One would have to be blind to not see, alongside the unanswered
calls for change, the various local, sector-based, violent and sporadic
movements launched around the country; Le Mans, Nantes, and Caen are not
accidental. They are clear symptoms of an emerging widespread and national
movement with serious concerris."

All'in all it would have been impossible for anyone to predict exactly what was
going to happen. In no way could anyone have foreseen the tumultuous month
of violence and uncertainty that was May 1968. However, what is clear is that
there were indications of mounting tension that could have served as warning
signs to possible future social unrest. The debate surrounding the predictability
of the crisis is in keeping with the difficulties in coming to firm conclusions on
important questions surrounding the events. The malleability of the history of
'68 is clear in this example. For those wishing to criticise the government of
the time, certain areas can be pointed out in order to bemoan the state's
inability to anticipate such obvious discontent. However, and as discussed
earlier, highlighting such causes only serves to undermine the great surprise
with which the events struck. On the one hand, the authorities can claim
irresponsibility as a result of such unpredictable and exceptional
circumstances. On the other, those wishing to lend credence the
extraordinariness are bound to be weary of concurring on the existence of quite
normal reasons for such a revolt. Finally for those who refuse to see the events
as none other than a freak occurrence, they too can point to an unprecedented
convergence of domestic and international factors as the main explanation for
such an outlandish rebellion. In other words, whether or not the events can be
considered as predictable or as a surprise depends on one's appreciation of
what 1968 means or meant in general. No consensus on interpretation leaves
areas such as this, and discussions on the role of some of the important actors
and turning points, open to discussion.

Despite the great importance of the police, and in particular the CRS
(Compagnie républicaine de sécurité), there seems to be significant differences
on how their role is portrayed. On the one hand, we have what can be
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described as the official position, which describes the behaviour of the police
as commendable in the face of extreme provocation. Such analyses often refer
to the fact that there were very few deaths in relation to the level of violence as
indicative of their excellence faced with a situation of immense diffiéalty.

Victim to a calculated attempt on behalf of certain elements of the student
"movement” who deliberately aimed to provoke violent confrontations, the
police undoubtedly suffered from being in an unenviable position. It is
subsequently unsurprising to find many who credit the forces of order for their
"sang-froid">® However, when one considers some of the images recorded
from the clashes between the police and the protestors’iroi6&ads some of

the first—hand accourftsof victims, the impression is very different. There

were clearly examples of what can only be described as extreme brutality that
call into question the idea that the behaviour of the police was exerdplary.
Such tactics increased sympathy for the movement and effectively helped it
spread from a strictly student revolt to an all-out general sttikaroughout

the events and particularly towards the end, the police were used by the state as
a tool to bring the crisis to a conclusion. Beyond their responsibility to keep
order, they were also used in June to help break the strike. This period of the
events remains the most controversial (though widely overlooked), given that
three people died as a result of police action.

The problem is clear: can the behaviour of the police be described as
commendable as many pro—government or official texts claim? Or, can we talk
of excessive violence as some of the first-hand accounts and recorded images
of the confrontations lead us to believe? That an assessment of the role played
by arguably one of the most important elements of the revolt remains so
inconclusive is yet another example of the difficulty forming a complete

picture of what happened in 1968. Due to the inconclusive nature of this
debate, it would appear that those on each side of the barricades can interpret
and recount what happened as they see fit. It is this adaptable manner of some
pivotal issues that has prevented solid conclusions, encouraged varied and
continued debate and facilitated the anchoring of the "official”, limited history.
Important turning points in the unfolding events, such as the rejection of the
Grenelle agreements or General de Gaulle's trip to Baden—Baden also remain
open to interpretation and as such contribute to the pliable nature of the overall
interpretation of the crisis as well as adding further layers of mystery and
intrigue.

Following an exhausting round of negotiations, Prime Minister Pompidou was
convinced that, with the Grenelle agreements, he had finally managed to find
the resolution to the crisis. The general feeling was that the major participants
were satisfied with the results and the end of the strike seemed inetitable.
What happened afterwards was surprising and has been a particularly divisive
subject of debate. When the CGT leader, Georges Séguy, attended a meeting at
the Renault factory at Boulogne-Billancourt, in which he outlined the
concessions gainédthe workers rejected the agreement, causing a sensation.
The crisis then moved into its most critical phase and opened up the real
possibility of an overthrow of the regime. However, whilst the significance of
the rejection is undoubted, the reasons behind it are not so evident. On the one
hand, it is argued that they were rejected quite simply because the workers
found what was proposed inadequate. This explanation is easily countered as
the greater part of what was proposed was later accepted and implemented.
Furthermore, the concessions offered were considerable and included certain
elements that the major trade unions had been demanding for quite some time
(in particular, the recognition of union activity in the workplace). It is also
difficult to accept that the CGT, which until this point had been in complete
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control of its members and was clearly directing the strike movement to obtain
material gains of this sort from the government and the employers, would have
so gravely misunderstood the feelings of its troops. Critics of the CGT,
however, have claimed that the fact that the workers rejected the agreements
only served to show how out of touch the CGT was with the movethent.

Another explanation given for the rejection is much less controversial but
equally inadequate. It is claimed that the agreements were rejected because of a
misunderstanding between two of the leaders of the trade union. The
suggestion goes that before Séguy arrived at Billancourt, the meeting had
already begun and that the speaker who was charged with warming up the
crowd, Aimé Albehef? had not been aware of the results of the negotiations
and called for the strike to continue. Therefore, the workers had already made
their decision and, regardless of what Séguy had to offer, were agreed on the
continued action. That the union leader was surprised is &ddowever, that

an organisation so capable of controlling the strike up to this point
spectacularly failed due to a minor misunderstanding appears urlikely.

Yet another important factor of the '68 crisis appears clouded. Without
agreement on explanations for such significant turning points in the crisis,
complete understanding becomes very problematic. Furthermore, the rejection
of the Grenelle accords becomes different things to different people. On the
one hand it could be viewed as confirmation that the working class was much
more concerned with qualitative rather than quantitative demands. On the
other, it could be argued that it was confirmation that the working class were
opportunistic and saw this as a chance to wrest as much material gain from the
authorities as possible. Finally, the idea that the rejection was the result of a
simple understanding sits well with those who are intent on playing down the
significance of this rejection. This chapter of the crisis, even forty years later,
is left with numerous possible interpretations, and is not the only one. It was in
the atmosphere of the working—class rejection of Grenelle that one of the most
intriguing and highly debatable episodes of May '68 would take place.

The mystery surrounding de Gaulle's disappearance on 29 May only lasted a
matter of hours and there has never been any secret made of where he had
been. The question however, remains, why did the General go to
Baden—-Baden? Analysts are very much divided with three explanations in
particular very common amongst those put forward. Firstly, there is the
suggestion that de Gaulle left for Baden—Baden because he genuinely felt that
he had no option other than to stand down. Such a scenario seems improbable
for de Gaulle, particularly when we consider the difficulties that he had
endured throughout his long and illustrious career. However, this hypothesis is
backed up by several factors: first of all, the fact that he asked his son to follow
him along with his wife and children to Baden—-Baden. Was the general
seriously contemplating stepping down and therefore fearing for the safety of
his immediate family? This is not impossible, and is reinforced by the account
of that day given by the man in question, General Massu who claims that de
Gaulle arrived in a state of complete desperdtidiassu goes on to describe

how he persuaded the General that this was not the time to abandon France and
that he should return to Paris. The second explanation for de Gaulle's visit to
Baden-Baden concerns the army. Many believe that the general went to see
Massu because he feared a coup d*8tabne considers that leftwing forces,

and in particular the PCF, were beginning to realistically consider the
possibility of seizing power, de Gaulle could be justified in fearing an

imminent coup. Whether or not he really considered doing so, this visit might
well have been enough to discourage the not so extremist elements on the Left.
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This "calling the bluff" hypothesis ties neatly in with the third explanation.
Certain experts believe that this visit to Baden—Baden by the general was none
other that a perfectly executed coup de théatBy. disappearing as he did, the
General hoped to create a sense of fear amongst his supporters who, up until
this point, had remained silent. In his absence, even if it was only temporary,
the general public would be forced to consider what would remain if he were
really to leave. This hypothesis, however dramatic, would perhaps help explain
why he informed nobody of his destination. In doing so not only did he create

a sense of panic that became widespread, he was also able to expose the
opportunism of those wishing to take power.

With his passing in 2002, "the ultimate Massu mystétytlill perhaps never

be resolved. Although his own explanation remains dominant, others appear
feasible. Just like the reasons explaining the rejection of Grenelle, the
continued debate over the Baden—Baden episode allows for analysts and
commentators to mould its significance in order to adapt it to their overall
interpretation or view of the events. For example, those wishing to call into
guestion the sang—froid of the authorities would endorse the idea that the
president's visit to Massu was as a result of his inability to deal with what was
happening. Intent on resigning or left with no other option than to call in the
army, either way, it exemplifies the notion that he was out of his depth in 1968
and accentuates the precariousness of the situation. Conversely, it could be
argued that de Gaulle was only right to verify that he had the backing of his
army and that he knew exactly what he was doing in disappearing as he did.
Finally, the idea that the President's brief absence was enough to bring the
population back to reality lends weight to the notion that the revolt was for
from being a serious, credible threat. As such, it becomes no more than a
momentary blip, thus further undermining the significance of the crisis. At the
time, de Gaulle's disappearance served to heighten uncertainty and the feeling
that something extraordinary was unfolding. As such, it is yet another feature
that renders the events so special. Furthermore, the fact that this episode, some
40 years later, remains unresolved is typical of the general elusive nature of the
1968 events and exemplifies the lack of consensus surrounding such crucial
moments.

The continuing debate surrounding the issue of interpreting the 1968 crisis
reveals the sheer difficulty of getting to the bottom of a highly complex set of
events. Such problems are further complicated by the lack of consensus on
some critical features of the crisis. Were the events predictable? How should
the attitude and behaviour of the police be assessed? What explanation can be
given for the significant turning points that were the rejection of the Grenelle
agreements and de Gaulle's trip to Baden—-Baden? All these questions, despite
the plethora of material available and the great advantage of hindsight and
perspective, still remain open to discussion. The fact that such pivotal
guestions remain unanswered has meant that numerous interpretations of the
events appear feasible. Furthermore, the fact that some of the most compelling
episodes of the crisis are still to be resolved serves to heighten the intrigue
surrounding it and thus adds to the general mystification of 1968.

Conclusion

The constant presence of 1968 in topical debates, together with the now
traditional decennial commemorations, have ensured the iconic status of these
events. However, despite such a positive impact of the history of 1968, this
article has argued that its portrayal has not been without negative
consequences. Characterised by consensus, limitations and disagreement, the
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sheer mass of coverage has given rise to a certain, restricted perception of the
events. The possibility to shape and mould some important aspects has been
crucial in the rise of the stereotypical and limited idea of May '68. The popular
history has been logically and increasingly based on those areas where
consensus has been achieved. However, and as demonstrated in the first
section, these do not exactly tell the whole story and, as a result, have
facilitated the predominance of this limited outlook. Increasingly, the events
are seen as no more than a tantrum by a spoilt generation that has gone on to
create diverse problems for twenty—first century France. That such a
perception exists is due largely to how the events have been analysed and
represented. The overall impact of the nature of 1968's history can therefore be
described as two-dimensional. While unquestionably deserving of such a
special place in the collective memory of the French, the dominant
representation is, in my view, based on restrictive analyses. Such limitations
stem from the fact that the portrayal from which perceptions are naturally
formed stops short of presenting the complete picture. If anything like 1998,
the fortieth anniversary will confirm the dominance of such a narrow outlook

on 1968. It nevertheless provides an excellent opportunity to re—examine those
areas that remain shrouded in mystery and to undertake a much more holistic
approach in order to overcome the aforementioned inadequacies of the "official
history".
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