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In France, during May, 1968, there was a radical
student and worker uprising against various forms of
authority. Despite their very different positions, Jean-
Paul Sartre and Michel Foucault redefined the role of the
intellectual after the May revolt. They both concluded--
though in different ways--that intellectuals should take a

more active role in society.
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Introduction

In France, during May, 1968, students and workers
questioned nearly every manifestation of authority in
society. The demands for individual autonomy were so
powerful that even some French intellectuals, the
traditional guardians of freedom, felt a need to redefine
their positions in society and the nature of their labor.
Despite their very different theoretical positions, two of
these social thinkers arrived at similar conclusions. Jean-
Paul Sartre, perhaps more than any other contemporary
philosopher, wrote in detail on the position of the
intellectual and the nature of his work, and his views were
powerfully influenced by May, 1968. Another theoretician
who was similarly affected was Michel Foucault; he was also
prompted to reconsider his view of the position of the
intellectual after May, 1968.

In a review essay of Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow's
Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, Peter Kemp goes so
far as to argue that Sartre's and Foucault's disagreement on
methodological issues and political strategies was actually
in the interest of the same goal--individual autonomy.
Sartre and Foucault's new definition of the intellectual
arose precisely from an interest in the freedom of the
individual. Thus, even though Foucault argued against
Sartre's definition of freedom, he was, as Kemp argues, just
as interested in the condition of humanity as was Sartre.

Both argued that if intellectuals are to be taken seriously,



they must supplement the content of their speech by changing
the form of the institutions. In other words, they must
supplement their revolutionary theory with a concrete
attempt to transform society accordingly. VYet, in the late
twentieth century, most intellectuals have failed to review
their own actions in society, and thus they have not learned
the lessons of May that so dramatically influenced Sartre
and Foucault.

I will present my argument in three stages. First, I
will discuss the issues raised by the protesting students
and how they hoped to attain their goals. The events of May
began simply as a revolt against the centralized nature of
the university, but then developed into an upheaval against
authority in all areas of society. Hoping to bring more
autonomy and power to the individual, students and many
workers searched for new ways to organize social
institutions without traditional hierarchical structures.

In the second part of this thesis, I will focus on
Sartre and begin by tracing the evolution of Sartre's
existentalism prior to 1968. During this period he argued
that the political role of intellectuals was to define
freedom for everyone. Their position, however, was quite
separate from the majority of the people. The events of
1968 and the issues raised about authority forced Sartre to
reconsider the nature of the role of intellectuals. He
gradually realized that this essentially isolated and

privileged role inhibited the ability of individuals to



implement their views, and he subsequently took the position
that intellectuals should be more politically active by
working with the people.

In the third part of the thesis, I will analyze the
effect of the events of 1968 on Foucault's thought. Before
1968, Foucault was silent about the role of intellectuals in
society because he was primarily concerned with the limits
placed on the human mind by theoretical discourse. Foucault
marveled at the diversity of the revolts and eventually
concluded, like Sartre, that it was time for intellectuals

to be attentive to social and political institutions.









the student occupation of the Sorbonne after May 11 came to
represent the possibility of organizing a group without
bureaucratic chains of command. On May 14, workers also
protested against authoritarian power and started a wave of
strikes through France that involved an estimated nine to
ten million people. The country was in such turmoil that
President de Gaulle fled to Germany for twenty-four hours,
where he allegedly was contracting military assistance--if
needed. When he returned, he delivered a speech and argued,
no doubt in part due to the upcoming national elections, for
"participation" by the people in the government's decision-
making process. He also accused the Communist Party of
conspiracy. After the speech, the government began to
negotiate with the workers, and many workers returned to
work in early June. When election time arrived in late
June, de Gaulle won the presidency, in part because the
numerous revolutionary organizations could not settle on one
candidate. Even though the political left failed to capture
the power of the state, the rebellion nevertheless was
fruitful because it leveled valuable criticisms at French
society that could not be dismissed by the government or the
people.

Cries against the bureaucracy and excessive discipline
rang loudest in the realm of the university. The students
at Nanterre argued that the university was merely a training
ground for jobs that had no place for individual creativity.

Under an highly centralized university structure, student






efficiency of the university, the students were asking how
they might radically transform the bureaucratic and
hierarchical structure of the university.

The argument against authority in the university
quickly turned into a demand for individual autonomy in
decision-making. The students wanted more power in choosing
the activities that made up their day-to-day lives. 1In
Strausburg, for example, students wanted

recognition of our existence as a STUDENT COUNCIL,

with all THE POWERS THAT ARE HEREAFTER OURS. The

present government will have to treat with us

[sic] in all matters.that.coniern our future and

the future of the University.

These councils were to be modeled after the workers'
councils that had developed in the Soviet Union in the early
twentieth century. The purpose of these organizations was
to give the people more political power. Students wanted a
direct voice in the decisions made about their own lives.
They desired a radical change in the examination techniques
and the restrictions on university entrance. In each
instance, the student councils attempted to create a system
of participatory democracy rather than of representative
democracy.

The revolts were not simply against the formal exercise
of power, whether by central government or university
administrators. Rather, the events demonstrated a radical

criticism of the manifestations of authority in the everyday

1ife of individuals. Henri Lefebvre, a contemporary French

4 1pid 177.















The critique of authority and power was so powerful
that even some students turned it on themselves and engaged
in intensive self-criticism. The goal was to prevent the
new student groups from becoming a mirror of the
authoritarian society they rejected. In one pamphlet
students argued, "The only possible support is that of a
movement which denies itself as a student movement; which
prepares its own disappearance and that of all students to
the extent that they are a separate, privileged stratum."10
In other words, an emphasis on the problems of the students
devalues the concerns of those who are not students. If one
revolutionary group asserts itself as different, there
exists a danger that it might claim itself as superior.
Even the slogans of the movement were subject to criticism
lest they be preached dogmatically. For example, the
following excerpt from Tribune du 22 mars noted the dangers
of the catchphrase "self-management:"

If a theoretical clarification of the scope and

limitations of self-management is not made in

time, this "slogan" will become compromised in the

reformist sense [and be] immediately co-optable by

every forT of dogmatism of the Communist
movement. 1

Thus, if such statements become ideological proclamations,
they become just as authoritarian as the power they
themselves seek to undermine. Such an attack on authority

was meant to be a perpetual attack on the various forms of

10 1pig 417.
11 Tpig 432.
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power in society as well as the new revolutionary
organizations.

Greater individual autonomy, the students felt, would
result in a more meaningful and creative life. Slogans such
as "power to the imagination" gave the movement utopian and
romantic overtones. Other statements also exhibited an
extraordinary passion to change the quality of life
according to one's imagination: "Sabotage the cultural
industry. Occupy and destroy the institutions. Re-invent
life. ART IS YOU! THE REVOLUTION IS You!"l2 pespite the
romantic nature of this statement, the students did not want
to return to a medieval or mystical existence. Rather, the
practice of changing old institutions and creating new ones
was viewed as the means through which people could become
creative. In other words, life could become more meaningful
through an active involvement in society.

Such language was inspiring and motivating, yet at the
same time it was highly idealistic. The students knew
exactly what they did not want, yet they were uncertain of
what they, in fact, desired. Of course, the practice of
eliminating the boredom of bureaucracy was more difficult
than the creation of dreams and theories about freedom.

Such purging of structured "boredom" would require a change
in individuals, who must take the responsibility of making

their own lives. Moreover, a radical change in the

12 1pja 203.
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organization, and, like the PCF, they rejected the
spontaneous activity of the students on many occasions.
During the first weeks in May, however, most of the
reformist groups did adopt certain ideas of the students and
used them to make significant gains of autonomy in the
workplace. The unions still maintained a traditional
hierarchical structure without restraints on the use of

authority. Second, the anarchist Mouvement du 22 mars,

embodying the more extreme reaction to the revolts, rejected
any traditional party structure, and it would not
participate in the current party system. These anarchists
assumed that all political leaders could not regulate the
use of their power. They rejected all forms of organization
and proclaimed self-organization. Yet, because they argued
against all forms of organization, they could not conceive
of ways to develop a society of participatory democracy.
Such a theory provides an excellent critique of the dangers
of authority, but the anarchists--with some consistency--
would not make a sincere attempt to develop new forms of
social organization.

Some students and workers, on the other hand,
criticized both the reformists and the anarchists. They
wanted to put direct democracy into effect without a highly
bureaucratic organization, such as that of the reformists.
They directly addressed the question of organizing people in

society without robbing individuals of the power of

decision-making. Their subsequent experiments with this
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industry, yet they adopted certain aspects of it for their
own usg. For example, nearly every weekend the students did
not organize because of their recreational interests. The
government picked up on this fact when it chose to reclaim
the Sorbonne on Sunday, June 16. Second, even though the
movement was immediately concerned with everyday life in
France, it hailed itself as an international battle and it
claimed to solve the problems of other countries. Needless
to say, it is quite pretentious to argue that attempted
solutions in France will solve problems in third-world
nations. Third, even though women questioned the nature of
their position in society, their participation in the
revolts generally was limited to traditional roles, such as
cooking. These contradictions further demonstrate the
problems of restructuring a society so that all individuals
will have sufficient freedom to decide the direction of
their own lives. Some groups claimed their own sovereignty
in society and, as a result, they devalued other groups'
struggle for more decision-making power.

Despite the failure to gain state power, the
rebellion's criticisms of French society were not easily
Until May, 1968, advanced capitalist nations had

forgotten.

never seen a revolution that had such resounding cries for a

system of participatory democracy. The revolts had a

profound impact on Sartre and Foucault precisely because of

the people's desire to have the autonomy to control their

own lives. Although Foucault was indirectly interested in
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Part II: Sartre
The development of Sartre's thought prior to 1968 can
be divided into two stages. Before World War II, Sartre
developed his first version of existentialism. After the
war, Sartre brought Marxism to that theory. Although the
idea of individual autonomy occupied Sartre in both periods,
he began to recognize how social institutions limited that

autonomy, and consequently he began to politicize the role

of intellectuals.
Before World War II, Sartre wrote the principal text of

his existentialism, Being and Nothingness. In this work, he

argued that all individuals freely chose their own condition
and are themselves responsible for it. To explain this,
Sartre used the thesis "existence precedes essence." In the
case of inanimate objects, existence and essence coincide
For humans, however, one's essence is in front of one's
being, and therefore one is free to create oneself. In the
instance of the waiter, for example, Sartre argued, "it is
precisely this person who I have to be (if I am the waiter

in question) and who I am not.n18

In other words, an
individual is not by nature a waiter, but rather by
performing the functions of a waiter, one freely chooses
that identity, or essence.

Sartre's existentialism was more than a philosophical

adventure. It was, in part, a reaction to the political

18 jyean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans.
Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1956)
102.



atmosphere dominated by totalitarian conditions.
Authoritarian regimes developed not only in fascist Germany
and Italy, but also in communist Russia. Under such
conditions of oppression, many individuals became
politically apathetic and passive. Sartre hoped to combat
this apathy with his existential philosophy. Herbert
Marcuse, for example, best described Sartre's early ideas as
an attempt to "develop the new experience [of
totalitarianism] into a philosophy of the concrete human
existence: to elaborate the structure of 'being in an
absurd world' and the ethics of 'living without appeal.'"19
Sartre's existentialism, then, was a new ethics showing that
people were free to act in the world under any social
conditions. This theory could be used to goad people to
change oppressive totalitarian conditions.

It was in the prison camps of World War Two that Sartre
became more aware of the institutional constraints on
individual freedom. He consequently revised his theory of
existentialism, explaining in his later years that "in a
way, Being and Nothingness itself should have been the
beginning of a discovery of this power of circumstances."29
Having become more interested in the institutional

limitations on the power of individuals, Sartre turned to

19 gerbert Marcuse, "Sartre's Existentialism," Studies
in Critical Philosophy, trans. Joris de Bres (London: NLB,
1972) ,150. .

20 jean-pPaul Sartre, "The Itinerary of a Thought,"
Between Existentialism and Marxism, trans. John Matthews
(New York: Pantheon, 1977) 33.

23

































































































































