
“LES EVENEMENTS” AND THE FUTURE 
Thomas Molnar 

To be an eye-witness of revolutionary events has 
never been a guarantee of accurate observation, but it 
helps in sensing an atmosphere which otherwise soon 
evaporates. Hence my tentative conclusion that what 
happened in Paris in May-June of this year was a 
revolution in the 1789 sense of the word; if it did 
not become 1792-3-4 (anyway, not yet), it is because 
General de Gaulle is less honest and more firm than 
was Louis XVI. On May 30, in a four-minute speech, 
he said No! to disorder, and permitted this speech to 
become the instantaneous rallying point for various 
opponents of revolution. 

The subsequent elections and their result may prove 
in retrospect to have been as important a world politi- 
cal event as the Soviet reoccupation of Czechoslo- 
vakia. The elections were a crushing defeat not only 
for the Communist Party (which can easily recover 
from it thanks to its solid organization and loyalty to 
the Kremlin), but also for the various Leftist parties 
whose several years’ flirtation with the C.P. received 
a resounding disapproval from the voters. Yet, it 
would be a great mistake if the non-revolutionary 
population in France and elsewhere (it would be 
completely false to play the Marxist game and call 
them either “bourgeois” or “counter-revolutionary”) 
now cried victory. Another of my tentative conclu- 
sions is that May-June was won by the Left, particu- 
larly its most irresponsible element. Alas1 I expect 
my statement to be validated as the revolution con- 
tinues. 

For a number of vears rumblings could be heard 
in French intellectual cjrcles that the American-type 
“consumer society” and “affluent society” is develop- 
ing on the national scale (with American investment) I 

and on continental scale through Common Market 
structures which allegedly favor cartels and penalize 
unions. But a t  the same time that the American-type 
society is denounced and verbally rejected, the Euro- 
pean way of life and institutional developments begin 
to copy the American pattern. 

The most striking thing I found amidst the Paris 
events (les Eue‘nerrrents as they are now cdled) this 
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summer was that the revolutionary students de- 
manded an American-type university, thus unwit- 
tingly but by implication an “affluent society.” On 
this, the Leftist students and the new education min- 
ister, Edgar Faure, agree when they demand and 
promise a university more open to the world, more 
democracy in recruiting and in running the univer- 
sity, a better student-faculty relationship, closer 
cooperation between high school and higher educa- 
tion, between school and life, between the academy 
and the business world. 

To a large extent, however, these are slogans, and 
the less naive know it. In Europe, as in this country, 
the university has remained practically the only un- 
organized place in an organized, industrial society, 
a place believed to be still a kind of free, medieval 
center consecrated to learning. In reality the pro- 
fessors have become bureaucrats of government, of 
foundations, and of business, and students have be- 
come their junior colleagues with the same expecta- 
tions. But the pretense is still that universities are 
centers of Socratic dialogue where scholars impart 
knowledge and wisdom. This ambiguity encourages 
many things, among others the stormy aggression by 
Utopian revolutionaries who see the university as a 
relatively undefended, yet crucial bastion of the 
bourgeois-capitalist stronghold. 

Add to this the intriguing fact that all over the 
Western world today, people (particularly the young) 
see themselves with American eyes. Whether they 
love or hate the United States is immaterial; exter- 
nally they copy American youth down to the last 
ludicrous detail; and their consciousness of them- 
selves is fed by American slogans, fads, expectations 
and appearances. Paraphrasing Napoleon 111, Euro- 
peans might say: “We are all Americans now.” 
This is important because their demands concerning 

the reorganization of the university, for example, 
would make sense only in an American-type society 
-to an extent not realized even by Jean-Jacques 
Servan-Schreiber, author of Le DE+ Americuin, Only 
a dynamically functioning “consumer society” could 
absorb all the students who are now pouring into the 
French labor market, after the “democratization of 
education” hai abolished all selective mechanisms. 

At Nanterre, the first “campus” in France where 
the Events started, the chief slogan was “Ceh ne 
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pcut plus diirer!” (We cannot stand it any longed). 
I t !  What? The organized life in industrial societies? 
Impersonal relationships of urban living? The aloof- 
ness of professors? Scarcity of classrooms and labora- 
tories? All these and none of these since urban living 
in France is not yet what it has become in the Ameri- 
can megalopolis, and Berkeley or Columbia have cer- 
tainly no classroom- or laboratory-shortage; yet in 
the United States the same rejection is voiced. 

Let us tentatively agree that the summer explosion 
was spontaneous. The fact is that both the Govem- 
ment and the Communist Party were caught by sur- 
prise. Yet the explosion had been prepared and its 
principal actors had been trained for their role. It is 
impossible to list here the many Left-radical groups, 
in France and Germany, a decade old or less, with 
branches in the United States, ready for action this 
spring or next fall. Most of them are of Trotskyite 
inspiration, on the margin of the world Communist 
movement until Milo Tse-tung showed up, but living, 
through their overlapping membership, in symbiosis 
with the C.P. and reactivated by the Chinese culhiral 
revolution and by the Castro-Guevara myth: The 
lllouoement du 22 mars began at Nanterre, but its 
members have long been active in other groups; they 
are trained agitators who know the techniques of 
suddenly starting a new organization servin9 an ad- 
hoc cause. We may say that all the groups constitute 
a reservoir of available men, techniques and channels. 
This means that the numbers involved are not exces- 
sively high, and when the French Government decided 
to arrest and expel the ring leaders, this was easily 
done. Their multiple facades and activities persuade 
the public that masses are involved. But revolutions, 
of course, are always the work of a handful, possess- 
ing mobility, money, and special skills. The hesitation 
of the authorities and sympathetic publicity by the 
day’s (mass-) media do the rest. 

If the “22 mars” was an ad-hoc movement this year, 
the Jeiinesse Rkooltrtionnaire and CLER (revolution- 
ary students) are older organizations, again with 
overlapping leadership. About the latter the Leftist 
Noiioel Observateur wrote on April 30 that it has 
several groups of 300 students each, trained in judo 
and karate, and able to conduct “punitive expedi- 
tions” on very short notice. An important auxiliary of 
the French groups (ideologically even better pre- 
pared) was the S.D.S. (Sozialistische Deutsche Stu- 
denten) of Rudi Dutschke fame. Organized in 1960, 
after the German Socialist Party repudiated Marxism 
at its Bad Godesberg assembly (1959), the S.D.S. 
has conducted campaigns of physical aggression 
against German rearmament, the war in Vietnam and 
the law passed in Bonn for the emergency defense 

of the Republic. Its members make no secret of their 
connections with East Berlin, nor of the fact that 
East Berlin authorities provide them with funds and 
free transportation (between East and West zones). 

These groups (and many others impossible to list 
here) are flexible enough to move on any level - 
from street battle to sophisticated dialogue with visit- 
ing intellectuals.. They do not express the general 
aspirations of students, yet they obviously decided 
to make the universities their present basis for action 
because of the ambiguity of academic existence in the 
industrial society, Through the university they find 
not only a cornered youth group responsive to adven- 
turism (primarily because they are confused by nihi- 
listic professors ), but also influential intellectuals who 
bring two distinct advantages to the organizers: 
through their prestige and position in life these intel- 
lectuals are the weak links in the chain of authority, 
the ones who welcome the “dialogue” with their 
younger alter egos; the other advantage is that these 
intellectuals articulate the often purposely inchoate 
program as presented (soi-disant in the fire of battle!) 
by the students. 

0 

While in Paris I spoke with a good number of intel- 
lectuals de gauche. I also read their speeches, inter- 
views, and proposals ( everybody expressed himself 
during the Events!) in Le Monde and other papers, 
and also in the myriad little ad-hoc publications 
which began mushrooming practically at the moment 
the Events started. Thc general consensus of these 
people was that (1) this is not just a revolution but 
a new beginning for mankind based on a fraternal 
relationship among men; (2) it goes back to Proud- 
hon, consequently to a pre-Marxian age, and it as- 
pires to demolish all authority and to create mobile 
social groups which will not congeal in political 
parties; and (3)  it is a revolt against the American 
“consumer society” as well as against the rigid bu- 
reaucracy of the Kremlin and the French C.P. 

I simplify the Leftist intellectual response because, 
for example, Sartre at the Sorbonne condemned the 
c.P., accusing it of passivity, non-interference, a re- 
fusal to take power. But, generally speaking, the Left- 
ist intelligentsia enthusiastically greeted - for the 
nth time - the dawn of a new epoch, as they did in 
1848, 1871 and 1944. The “big names” of Nobel Prize 
professors Monod, Jacob and Kastler, but also the 
“nameless” ones of the Fucultks and Zyce‘es were puz- 
zled and delighted, although this was to tun? into 
apprehension, even fear, as the Events procecded. 
After making their enthusiastically Utopian speeches, 
these professors sat down with intentions of whole- 
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hearted cooperation next to student-strike delegates 
in so-called participatory assemblies. Rectors, pro- 
fessors, invited intellectuals, even Ministers ( Peyre- 
fitte, Misoffe, Faure) yielded rapidly to the terror 
technique: when an elderly, respectable Leftist- 
humanist is called “Fascist,” a forty-year old far- 
Leftist magazine editor is shouted down as “old 
wreck,” a Minister of education is bluntly told he 
answers questions in the manner of Hitler - the 
verbal terror starts a chain reaction of moral collapse 
among the professorial dialoguers. According to MeI- 
vin Lasky in Encounter, Herbert Marcuse was invited 
to Ay to Berlin and address a mass audience of stu- 
dents and then told to shut up because he had begun 
his discourse with “Students,” whereas they wanted 
to hear “Comrades.” He was allowed to speak for 
fifteen minutes, then was waved off the podium. 

I now have the report of several professors who 
participated, at various French universities, medical 
schools, schools of law, schools of public administra- 
tion, etc. at “participatory assemblies,” gathered to 
give a new meaning to education, and through it, to 
society. The reports, written under the shock of the 
assembly “methods,” emphasize one thing: their 
authors’ complete good faith and good will before 
becoming popularly elected members of the mixed 
committees; their reaction, ranging from disappoint- 
ment to horror, to what went on during the sessions. 
The popular character of the elections should be borne 
in mind because it shows that the faculty members 
of these mixed committees were generally Leftist 
sympathizers, often “Trotskyites,” not infrequently 
members of the C.P. The tactics of the student officers 
on the committee were those of Communist mass 
meetings: proposals made by non-Communists were 
not put to a vote, proposals by Communists, tendenti- 
ously worded, often passed by show of hands or 
acclamation which intimidated potential nay-sayers. 

An illustration of what went on is the Paris (Sor- 
bonne ) Department of Mathematical Physics where 
nine Leftist professors agreed to form a committee 
with nine students nominated by the strike commit- 
tee, in the hope that amidst the general vandalization 
they might talk them into sparing the costly equip- 
ment. After weeks of daily meetings the students 
agreed that although the bourgeois capitalist govern- 
ment had purchased the machines and instruments, a 
good purpose might be served by protectins them. 
That same day the students, considered too soft, 
were recalled by the strike committee and their agree- 
men t annulled. 

In spite of all this, many people still argue that 
such acts are inevitable excesses of a needed reorien- 
tation of universities, indeed of the entire intellectual 

content of the new culture, or cultural revolution. 
I have no quarrel with those people, but it is obvious 
that we do not mean the same thing by terms like 
“pursuit of knowledge,” “culture,” “educated man,” 
“academic freedom,” and the like. It was argued last 
summer in Paris that although both Peking and Mos- 
cow were behind the student revolt, their diverging 
overall objectives make them use Western universities 
in two different ways, although both agree to turn 
them into battlefields. Peking is supposed to work 
for the tTansformation of these institutions of higher 
learning into guerrilla centers where bombs are manu- 
factured, arms are stored and fighters are trained to 
provoke police until the revolution starts. Moscow, 
on the other hand, hopes to see local governments 
POUT tax money into universities so that they may 
become educational and training centers for Com- 
munist cadres. ( In  view of similar strategies in Latin 
America, this is not an incorrect evaluation.) I think, 
however, that no matter who sets the goals, the pri- 
mary objective is disorganization and social chaos, 
to be exploited in a second and third phase. 

Thus the phenomenon of “free” universities (“Uni- 
versitk d’6t6” in Paris, “Kritische Universitat” in West 
Berlin). They fulfill a triple purpose: ( a )  they draw 
students and faculty away from established institu- 
tions; ( b  ) give youth an ideological training; and ( c )  
throw a sizeable monkey wrench into the economy 
which, in highly developed industrial societies, needs 
a large and competent work force. Here is a sampling 
of courses offered by the Universitk dCtC de Paris: 
Freudo-Marxism; the May 1968 movement in France 
and abroad; political theatre after 1960; cinema and 
Leftist ideology; development of capitalism; peda- 
gogical self-determination; confrontations and strug- 
gles in May; Fascism and the working class move- 
ment; Greece under dictatorship, etc., etc. It is any- 
body’s guess what kind of “culture” this curriculum 
provides. 

0 

At all times Paris has been most efficient in formu- 
lating and articulating events taking place in its 
streets; French intellectuals are marvellously apt to 
make an instant-philosophy of anythins from spleen 
to revolution. The barricades were hardly dismantled 
and the dead (whose numbers the government and 
the press, for different reasons, carefully left unspeci- 
fied) hardly buried, when Maurice Duverger pub- 
lished the newest theory to come out of the inex- 
haustible Marxist repair-shop. Put simply: past revo- 
lutions failed because their backbone was the 
working class, too little educated to run a new society 
and too easily seduced by the bourgeois standard of 
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living. Not so with the new class of students who are 
by definition educated and, being of bourgeois back- 
ground, repeIIed by a way of life they know and 
despise. The conclusion: Students and young workers 
( ? )  can take over the nerve centers of the industrial 
society and can make them function even at  the most 
sophisticated, computerized and planning levels. 

This is not an original theory. Duverger merely 
adapted Trotsky’s blueprint for action and Curzio 
Malaparte’s thesis from Tactiqtie du Coup d‘Efat. 
This only shows, however, that it is not a hypothesis 
built on clouds but that it describes the possible turn 
events might take in the Western, industrial world. 
( European “student power” leaders were impressed 
by the electric power-failure in New York and en- 
virons in 1965. ) Alain Touraine, professor of sociology 
at  Nanterre, writes also that May-June will serve. as 
a model for future social conflicts since the heart of 
the system of production is no longer large-scale 
industry but the knowledge and technique of running 
it. This may be true or false, but the new revolution- 
aries seem to believe it, and that is what counts. They 
now have a precise target they can attack; they may 
fail to destroy the efficient industrial society, but they 
may paralyze it as France was paralyzed-and still is. 

Let us look dispassionately at what may happen. 
1789 too had been preceded by a plethora of Utopian 
writings, no more and no less fantasmagorical than 
the present proposals to abolish money, social struc- 
tures, the obligation to wear clothing. Some of today’s 
extremists are exactly as extreme as the Marquis de 
Sade and the inmates of Charenton. But, given the 
nature of ordinary reality, the proposals can be muted 
so as to become if not more sane at least more man- 
ageable by real-life revolutionaries. In short, any 
society - including the proud industrial societies of 
the West - can be paralyzed and left in agony with 
a broken backbone. This is what May-June clearly 
demonstrated and this why the experiment may 
be, tc;iZZ be, transferred from the testing ground of 
France to other laboratory situations, say West Ger- 
many and the United States. 

Against the industrial society with its haphazard, 
uncoordinated, spasmodic reactions, leaders of “stu- 
dent power” easily summarize their hatred and their 
program. Although the hatred is thick and solid, the 
program is not more than nonsense. : Alain Geismar 
preaches power to the productive forces where they 
work; the contributors to the volume L’Znsurrection 
dfudianfe want students to open the gates through 
which the workers’ ‘*regular army” will march; 22 
mars declares war on “so-called competent people 
- professors, technicians, managers; society should 
turn into a “permanent meeting” at which all might 

express the political truth of their heart; and so on. 
If this sounds absurd, look at the curriculum of the 
Nanterre campus, approved by the Government two 
years ago : psycho-sociology, free-expression peda- 
gogy, group dynamics, psychoanalysis, Sartre’s philos- 
ophy, and neo-linguistics. As the booklet Les Zdkes 
qui e’branldrent la France (Ideas which shook France} 
comments, all these subjects advocate free expression 
and creative spontaneity, and fight against something 
called the “repression of the spoken word.” We may 
add that they resemble a post-Deweyite teachers 
college curriculum at its most chaotic. 

Although the student revolutionaries made token 
gestures of submission to the workers, the relationship 
between the two groups is by no means clearly de- 
fined. “Power should go from the students’ fragile 
hands into the strong fists of workers,” a prominent 
slogan grandiloquently proclaimed, but the question 
is, what workers? The individual one or the member 
of the C.G.T., a branch of the communist Party? If 
May-June had not taken place inside an organized 
country, it would have ended in a civil war between 
workers and students on the Peking model. 

But even so, the Communist Party found itself 
between the frying pan and the fire. I t  could not 
yield its traditional revolutionary vanguard posture 
to obscure upstarts (“the working class does not need 
Cohn-Bendit to tell it what to do,” snapped contemp- 
tuously Georges SBguin, C.P.-C.G.T. leader), but on 
the other hand it was under the Kremlin’s instructions 
not to rock the Gaullist boat. This uncomfortable posi- 
tion was most clearly analyzed by Georges Albertini 
(Est G Ouest, July). 

The tension between the C.P. and student power 
persists, just as in this country Marc Rudd declared 
that he and his colleagues are “far to the left of the 
American Communist Party.” The 22 mars movement 
similarly proclaims its anti-Moscow stance and, for 
example, attacks the Leninist concept of the Party 
as vanguard of the proletariat. Nobody can be a van- 
guard, state the authors of the booket ( C e  n’est qu’un 
&but, continuons le combat (this is only the begin- 
ning, let’s continue to fight), because the spontane- 
ously revolutionary voice of the proletariat should 
not be silenced. 

Let me now draw two conclusions from the fore- 
going: the first is that the C.P. lost the confrontation 
only momentarily. Its uncomfortable position as sup- 
porter of Gaullist foreign policy and bona fide van- 
guard of the Left can be easily turned to advantage: 
the C.P. can, as it did this spring, parade under the 
new color of European communism, that of “party of 
order” which has a reasonably tough social program 
but opposes the “kids” and their brainless adventures. 
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In this stance the C.P. enjoys governmental support 
through which it can rid the political scene of the 
pro-Peking elements so that oncc again the Kremlin’s 
monopoly might be established. In this cndcavor the 
Party may also count, in the last antilysis, on the 
Leftist press in gcneral; while the revolutionary hro- 
chores will be placed on the shelves for the use of 
future historians the C.P. rcmains, in the eyes of the 
press, the main channel of tlie “revolution of our 
times.” 

The .yccond conclusion is that May- June proved. 
certainly to the satisfaction of those who launched 
it, that wstained terroristic attacks on a crucial insti- 
tution of an industrial society may throw that society 
into turmoil (even tlie soccer players nnd the hotel 
porters struck). Some niay argue that a precondition 
to  the spread of tlie inovenient is worker discontent. 
hence that similar things cannot happen in the Unitcd 
States and West Germany. I am not so surc; every 
society has its discontcnts, and the mass media arc 
ready to spread slogans and calls to arms, to create 
tension, fear, and sufficient mass psychological un- 
balnnce to induce various strata of society into an 
avalnnche-likc movement. Whatever the chances for 
future use of the university as a subversive center 
(and I personally have no doubt that there are good 
chances ), the student power in France can chalk up 
impressive gains: a 300 billion franc loss in produc- 
tion, millions of men-hours lost, the disastrous fall 
of the franc which is now refused as equivalent cur- 
rency by France’s Common Market partners or is 
exchangcd at a 10-16 per cent discount. Needless to 
say, the Common Market also suffered a setback: 
France has requested a delay in letting steel and steel 
products (for example, cars) enter duty-free as they 
were supposed to as of July 1. Further results: a 
catastrophic tourist season, partial retreat of American 
investment, and a new, even morc demqogic .and 
impotent government, trusted by nobody. The ironic 
element is that de Gaulle’s golden throne collapsed. 
He is now selling gold to \Vashington - in return 
for those despised dollars! The General now really 
only “survives himself,” iis his compatriots say. 

Since from the point of view of student power thc 
risks and the losses were minimal, and the gains spec- 
tacular, there is no reason not to repeat the perfor- 
mance elsewhere (in France too), this time with even 
better preparation and genter enthusiasm. True, 
France responded with an overwhelming endorse- 
ment of order and security. But this response could 
not have been registered without an obstinate old 
man first saying No. How many obstinate old men run 
today the affairs of Western democracies? In Italy, in 
Belgium, in Germany . . . and other countries? 

STUDENTS, FACULTY 
AND SOCIETY 

Wil l iam H .  Cornog 

The following article is adapted from an address that 
Dr. Cornog recently presented to the faculty of the 
New Trier high schools, Winnetkn, Illinois, of which 
he is Superintendent. Because it so clearly relates the 
life of the student to the large issues rohiclr now dis- 
turb o w  society, ice judge i t  to be of particular sig- 
tiificnnce at the beginning of this academic year. 

It seems to be that this year above all years we 
shall not want to or be able to confine ourselves to the 
exaniinatiqn of our instruction and guidance or purely 
thc educational program. \Ve are obliged to relate 
what we tench and how we teach, and the way in 
which wc and our students live and study together, 
to the large and very serious concerns of our society 
in these most unquiet times. 

Anyone who witnessed the recent events in Chicago 
must be more concerned than ever about the state of 
the union. Everyone who saw the violence in the 
streets and the incivility of the political scene indoors 
was shocked. But the tragedy is that few could have 
been surprised. The riots of Detroit, Newark, Cleve- 
land, and Chicago of recent months and years, and 
the assassination of three of the most gifted and dedi- 
cated leaders of our time have well acquainted us 
with public murder and the thin line between law 
and licensed mayhem on both sides, between order 
and its mockery, a clubbed submission. 

It will do us no good to commiserate with each 
other about these grosser symptoms of our society’s 
sickness. The air can become polluted with self- 
righteous disavowals of our common guilt. Some dem- 
onstrators and a good many spectators doubtless 
believe that police actions prove how sick we are- 
sick and scared. Some who justify the police believe 
that the hippies and yippies are but micro-slices of 
the rotten core of our social decadence and moral 
decay. And of course to some the conduct of the con- 
vention itself calls into question the viability of the 
democratic political process, 

The question before the house is, Are we having a 
breakdown of morals? The obsessive stress which our 
Puritan heritage has always caused us to place upon 
the relations of the sexes as the chief source of moral 

September 1968 13 


