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water cannons and more. About 600 people were
arrested that night.

May 3rd was followed by May 6th, another
incredibly violent night with 600 people wounded
and 422 people detained. But the night of May
10th into May 11th was the night burned into the
memories of not only the students and citizens of
Paris, but of all of France, for that night, written
down in history as the <Night of the Barricades=
sparked the modern revolution that changed the
nation forever.

The night was warm and balmy, and student
protesters had reached a high of 40,000. The
night was meant for an organized march and rally,
but that quickly changed when police blocked
their intended route. At around 2 AM, the riots
resumed. Students began digging out the stones
that paved the streets and passing them along to
be 昀؀tted into the barricades that other students
were making. Others made makeshift petroleum
bombs, called Molotov cocktails. The riot police
responded as usual, beating the protesters with
truncheons and spraying them with tear gas. It
lasted for hours, smoke rose into the air while the
sounds of broken glass and small explosions
were mingled with the war cries and tears of the
masses 昀؀ghting in the uprooted streets below.
The riots went on until dawn, and when the smoke
cleared, the Latin Quarter, home of the
Sorbonne9s students, university cafes and dorms,
was in ruins and littered with their bodies.
Hundreds of protesters were hospitalized that
night, including 250 police, and 500 students were
arrested.

Nonetheless, the night went down as a success.
Following the riots, May 14th saw the 昀؀rst day of
the largest uno٠恩cial worker9s strike in France,

and by the 16th they had seized and were
occupying roughly 50 factories in France. By the
17th, 200,000 workers were on strike, and by the
18th that 昀؀gure had swollen to 2 million. The
workers striked not just for their own interests,
but also against the De Gaulle government. It
shouldn9t be lost on the observer that May 68 was
a cultural and even sexual revolution, forever
altering the many dynamics of French life. The
country embraced the age in which posters and
gra٠恩ti were embraced as creative mediums and
outlets. Rock and roll, comic books, 昀؀lms and
television took on a larger role in households, and
turned to more futuristic and social themes. It
gave ground to France9s movements of social
emancipation, such as feminism, ecology, and
gay rights.

Paris, 1968: Protesters honoring the memory of Gilles Tautin, a high school student who drowned while 昀؀eeing the police
during the civil uprising that year.Credit...Henri Cartier-Bresson/Magnum Photos

An assembly during the Paris uprising of May/June 1968. Photo:
André Cros, Toulouse City Archives (CC 4.0)

The 19609s in it9s 昀؀ery pursuit of reform had long
been characterized by its penchant for revolution.
When the 609s met France, it was only due time
until something bubbled over. In relativity France
in the 1960s was stable. They were economically
strong and politically steady, and in昀؀ation was at
a low. However, stable didn9t mean happy in this
case. In fact, May 68 occurred only 6 weeks after
a French newspaper, Le Monde, said that the
country was <bored=.

France had just come out of the Algerian War with
the president Charles de Gaulle in place. De
Gaulle had come to power in an extraneous way,
bypassing the Constitution, and was nearing 10
years in o٠恩ce. Following the second World War
(1940s), there had been a rise in birth rate, which
meant that by the 60s there was a large under-20
cohort. The country accommodated for this with
an expansion of the education system, this
expansion particularly felt by French universities.
It led to the employment of ill-prepared and
under-quali昀؀ed teachers and sta昀؀, among other
things.

Culture of the universities around this time
suggests that the students had instead grown up
learning from and sharing the ideologies of
philosophers, economists, scientists and
politicians like Karl Marx and Freidrich Engels,
existentialists like Sartre and Camus. They had
grown up reading works such as <Civilization and
Its Discontents= by Freud and news stories about
Ho Chi Minh of Vietnam and Che Guevara of
Cuba, growing up with picture after picture of torn
cities that fell victim to the escalations by global
powers to silence the spread of Communism. In
the decade leading up to May 68, the French
student population almost tripled, increasing from
about 175,000 to 500,000, and fueled <youth
culture=, which was a worldly trend; in the United
States and Germany, student protests were
already underway. The era was heated with the
youth of the nation becoming increasingly
interested in the policies of 3rd Worldism, with
respect to Maoism. They had distaste towards the
French Communist Party, which was already in

shambles, but also orthodox Marxism; instead
they opted to embrace Marxism-Leninism, a
variant of the former. French society, on the other
hand, was close to an antithesis of this youth
culture: it was autocratic, with wealthy business
and land owners considered hegemonic. So it
was no surprise that university students
e昀؀ectively believed they lived under a
dictatorship. Both political parties in France at the
time had fallen through, so reform through a
democratic and Congressional channel was
unavailable.

There were already widespread calls for reform to
the educational system in France. But May 689s
riots can really be sourced from 1967, when
students of the Nanterre campus of the University
of Paris staged the 昀؀rst key protest, this one
being against the new rules concerning dormitory
visits and regulations that prevented male and
female students from sleeping with one another.
Following this, protests on the campus became
more common; students would have skirmishes
with university administrators, and authority both
inside and outside the University. Select students
gained a dedicated following, while many
administrators were deemed fascists in these
same circles. Over the months leading up to May,
more protests occurred, this time accompanied
by arrests, expulsions, and even threats of
deportation. Eventually this gave license to the
dean of Nanterre shutting down the campus in
early May, but the students just changed location
and began protesting at Sorbonne, another
university in Paris located in the city9s Latin
Quarter.

On the fateful day of May 3rd, the protesters of
Nanterre had settled in Sorbonne9s campus and
had been joined by its students. It was then that
the rector of the university asked the police to rid
the university9s courtyard of them. What ensued
was the 昀؀rst bloodstained night of the May 68
student riots. It was not just the Paris police force
that showed up, but also the national riot police.
Events escalated almost instantly: protesters
picked up cobblestones o昀؀ the streets of the
Latin Quarter and hurled them at the police.
Police responded with tear gas and clubbings,

A student hurling rocks at the police in Paris during the May 1968
student uprising. by Gamma-Keystone, via Getty Images

<May 68: Demonstration.= © Fondation Gilles Caron. Courtesy
School Gallery/Olivier Castaing

MAY 689
<Bliss it was in that dawn to be alive= /William Wordsworth, The Prelude
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