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7 The Issues of Organization and Consciousness

As the PCF militant moves through his political world, one of the 
assumptions that guides his journey is that all that is bourgeois is 
bad, and all that is proletarian is good. His perceptions are also guided 
by another dichotomous construct: the opposition of spontaneity to 
consciousness. Undirected, spontaneous political action is invariably 
ineffective, while conscious and purposeful political action is in
variably effective.

Like the bourgeois/proletarian construct, the consciousness/spon- 
taneity formulaTinds its root in the original theories of Marx and 
Lenin. Marx forcefully condemned, the anarchism of Bakunin, and 
Lenin polemicized endlessly against the narodniks and the ultra-left
ists. The May revolution can be interpreted*as another in this series 
of ideolo^cal confrontations. The student revolutionaries were, for 
the most partf champions of Luxemburgist spontaneity. The PCF, 
on the other hand, was a forceful advocate of conscious, directed, 
and, above all else, organized political action.

THE LOGIC OF LENINISM

In the structure of Leninist thought, the category of “consciousness” 
is intimately related to the category of “organization.” The vanguard 
party is an organization of professional revolutionaries—a professional 
being one who engages in political activity full time and thereby ac
quires a firm grasp of the dynamics of the revolutionary process. He 
is “conscious” in the sense that he is an “expert.”

Organization provides the institutional setting in which professional 
consciousness can develop. The Party supports and trains full-time 
activists. But it also provides the institutional structures through 
which professionalism is put into practice. Through the Party, the 
expert makes tactical and strategic decisions for the working class.

The development of an organization of conscious professionals 
was necessitated largely by the oppressive nature of the Tsarist state. 
The Russian police were technocrats of repression; if the Communists 
were to deal successfully with this enemy, they had to become techno
crats of revolution. In the words of Lenin:
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C)ne cannot help but to compare this kind of warfare (spon
taneous uprisings) with that conducted by a mob of peasants 
armed with clubs against modern* troops. ^

The modern troops of the Tsar could be defeated only by the,modern 
troops of the Bolshevik vanguardAmateur activists invariably ended 
up in Siberia. “Ten wise men,” warned Lenin, “are harder to catch 
than ten fools.”^

But Lenin was careful to point out that the vanguard fulfills not 
only a technocratic function but also an educational one. It awakens 
true consciousness among the masses; it teaches the proletariat the 
principles of sciehtific socialism. For “theory becomes a social 
force once it is grasped by the masses.”^ ^

On his own, the worker develops an “instinctive combativeness” 
and a “primitive awareness of the necessity for collective action.”*^ 
But he is unable to spontaneously achieve a comprehension of the 
structure of the capitalist economy, its internal contradictions, and 
its relationship with the ideological and political superstructures.
The proletariat is thus incapable of grasping the logical necessity 
for a thoroughgoing revolution.

Therefore, the vanguard must make the worker conscious of both 
his historical mission and the-concrete realities of his present situ
ation. The proletariat must be made aware of the fact that it is the 
“universal class.” It must come to understand that its particular 
liberatioTn depends upon the liberation and reconstruction of society 
as a whole. The vanguard must translate this theoretical principle 
into concrete terms. The best way to accomplish this is to help the 
proletariat play a leading role in the struggles of all oppressed groups. 
By playing such a role, the worker transcends his narrow economic 
concerns and achieves a broad political consciousness.

What does “the workers accumulating forces for the struggle” 
mean? Is it not obvious that it means the political training of 
the workers by revealing to them all aspects of our,despicable 
autocracy?^

At this point in Lenin’s argument, a tension emerges between his 
strategic gdal's and the concrete conditions of Russian society. On
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the one hand, the Party must educate the proletariat and coordinate 
its activities with those of all oppressed groups; the revolution must 
be a mass movement of vast dimensions. On the other hand, the 
realities of autocracy demand that the Party be an elite vanguard 
composed of professional actors.

The tensidn is resolved by fusing mass organizations to the van
guard party. All workers can join the trade unions; and all students 
can join the youth movement. But only full-time experts can staff 
the Party itself.

The mass organizations are placed in a position! of complete sub,- 
ordination to the Party. For “broad democracy'in the Party organiza
tion amidst the gloom .of autocracy and the domination of the gen
darmes is nothing more than .a useless and harmful toy.”^ In Lenin’s 
view, “a handful of revolutionaries (should) appoint bodies of leaders 
for each town district, for each factory district, and for each educa
tional district.”’^

The organizations become transmission belts for the commands 
of the elite. By manipulating these belts, the vanguard engages the 
masses in political action that (1) weakens and demoralizes the 
ruling class; and (2) raises the level of proletarian consciousness,

Lenin’s logic is, therefore, an attempt to adapt the universal stra
tegic precepts of Marxism to a particular national getting. Again and 
again, Lenjn stresses the exigencies generated by the Russian autoc- 
raqy. Professionalism, hierarchy, and the subordination of lower* 
bodies to higher ones—all these Bolshevik principles are responses 
to.the specific conditions of a single context.

Rosa Luxemburg saw this quite clearly. “What is in order,” she 
said, “is to distinguish the essential from the accidental excrescences 
in the politics of the Bolsheviks.”® She argued that the Leninists 
err when they try to raise the particular to the level of the universal,

... Ihe danger begins only when they make a virtue of neces
sity and want to freeze into a complete theoretical system all 
the tactics forced upon them by these fatal circumstances 
and want to recommend them to the international proletariat 
as a model of socialist tactics.^
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THE CULT OF ORGANIZATION

It could be argued that the PCF has, in the words of Luxemburg, 
mistaken the “excrescences” of Leninism for its “essence.” The 
ideology of Leninism attaches strong, positive, affective dimensions 
to centralized orgatiizatioh, hierarchical discipline,.and professional 
consciousness; yet it seems incapable of justifying its commitment 
to these qualities with Leninist'logic.

The Party’s condemnation of spontaneity and democracy cannot 
rest-on the threat of autocratic repression. Even France under de 
Gaulle cannot be seriously compared to Tsarist Russia. Nor does 
a truly Leninist relationship exist between the PCF and its mass 
organizations. It is impossible to describe the Party as an elite van
guard. On the contrary, almost anyone can join; by its owii admis
sion, only a quarter of its 400,000 members can be classified as 
cadres.^®

Moreover, the Party cannot claim to fulfill the same educational 
function as Lenin’s vanguard. Unlike the Russian working class of 
the late nineteenth qentury, the French proletariat is not.a ipinority 
group composed primarily of displaced peasants. As has been pointed 
out, Waldeck Rochet, in Oiemins de Vavenir, claims that the French 
worker has internalized the teachings of Marx and Lenin and that, 
consequently, the ideology of the proletariat is now scientific. In 
light of this assertion, the Party’s condemnation of spontaneous con
sciousness seems contradictory.

It would therefore appear that the Party has retained the affective 
structure of Lenin’s theory but has abandoned its evaluative or logi
cal structure. When Rbchet defends the organizational forms of the 
PCF, he does not employ the dialectical reasoning of What h To Be 
Done? but instead appeals to simple doctrinal formulas. “The or
ganization of our Party is based on democratic centralism which ... 
assures the conditions for unity and effectiveness.”^^- Discipline and 
hierarchy are said to be the necessary prerequisites of proletarian 
unity, which, in turn, is the necessary prerequisite of proletarian 
strength.

As far as we’re concerned it has been demonstrated that a party
which claims to be proletarian, but which has no unity of action



114 The French Commirnist Party versus the Students

and in which everyone, on his own, does everything^he pleases, 
cannot direct the working class or the popular masses and lead 
them to victory.

The Party’s centralism is no longer a resolution of contradictions 
between the universal and the particular or bet^yeen strategic im
peratives and national conditions. Instead, it is stated as a basic 
postulate—as an a priori, deductive principle. The PCF has universal
ized Lenin’s position. As Gorz> Togliatti, and others haye suggested, 
it has taken an organizational structure designed for an underde
veloped, despotic state and imposeddt upon a Western industrial 
democracy.

This universalization is often-blamed on the Communist Inter
national (Comintern). In 1921 each party had to pledge to observe 
twenty-one “conditions” before it could be granted admission.
The fourth condition demanded that foreign parties emulate the 
internal organizational structure of the CPSU(b).

Parties belonging to the Communist International must be built 
up on the principle of democratic centralism. At the present 
time of acute civil war, the Communist Party will only be able 
to fully do its duty when it is organized in the most centralized 
manner, if it has an iron discipline, bordering on military dis
cipline, and if the Party center is a powerful, authoritative or
gan with wide powers, possessing the general trust of the Party 
membership.

During the first several years of the Comintern’s existence, however, 
this condition was often ignored or, at most, was generally enforced 
with flexibility. Only with the rise of Stalin did the tendency to uni
versalize bolshevism become absolute. Then, an attempt was made 
to make all Communist parties follow the conditions to the letter.

This development can be partially traced to the interactions be
tween the bureaucratization of the Soviet party and the power 
struggle at its summit. After the revolution, the CPSU(b) had to 
transform itself from a small, compact detachment of revolutionary 
intellectuals into an army of administrative functionaries. The ap- 
paratchiki became Russia’s new ruling class and, hence, the princi
pal power base in Soviet politics.
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Stalin set about to capture this base. Consequently the interpre- 
tation of Marxism-Leninism which he set forth was designe o ap 
peal primarily to the bureaucratic mentality of the new elite. As 
Isaac Deutscher and othersTiave pointed out, Stalimsm bwame th 
ideology of the emerging state and party apparatuses. Those a» 
pects of Marxism-Leninism that conformed with the attitudes and 
interests of the bureaucracies were retained and emphasized, and
those which conflicted were ignored. rr> * i

Many of the latter were championed by Leon Trotsky. Tto s y 
tried to use ideological weapons to discredit the apparatus and thus 
undermine the basis of his opponents’ power. Consequently, is 
polemics were fuU of violent attacks on the abuses of 
cratization. The principal theme of a.series of articles and 
published in 1923, later collected in the New Course, was ‘he neces
sity to find some means of checking the growing power of the new
administrative organizations.^^

Stalin responded by promoting a cult of organization. While th 
Trotskyists condemned “bureaucratism,” the Stalinists tirelessly 
preached its virtues. The Short Course in the History of the Com
munist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolshevik) (1938) eventually be
came the bible of this cult. In it the Rories of organization are re

peated ad infinitum.

The Party is not only the vanguard, the class consciousness de
tachment of the working class, but also an organized detachment 
of the working class, with its own discipline, which is binding 
on its members. Hence Party members must be members of some 
organization of the Party. If the Party were not an organized de
tachment of the class, not a system of organization, but a mere 
agglommeration of persons who declare themselves to be party 
members, but do not belong to any party organization, and 
therefore are not organized, hence not obliged to obey Party 
decisions, the Party would never have a united will, it could never 
achieve the united action of its members, and consequently it 
would be unable to direct the struggle of the working class. The 
Party can lead the practical struggle of the working class and di
rect it towards one aim only if all its members are organized in
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one common detachment, welded together by unity of will, 
unity of action and unity of discipline.

Like the cult of organization, the theory of building socialism in 
one country seems to have been designed to win the hearts and minds 
of the functionaries and apparatchiki. By 1925 most regional Party 
secretaries probably had Uttleii^terest in the prospect of World 
revolution. For eight years the Communist leaders had been con
fidently predicting imminent upheavals in the West,.,but their .proph
ecies had reinained unfulfilled. Trotsky’sinternationalism must 
haye appeared wishful and utopian to the provincial bureaucrat. 
Socidism in one country, on the .other hand, had a reassuringly 
practical and hard-headed sound. In addition, Stalin’s theory ap
pealed to the administrator’s immediate concerns, his narrow, Iqcal- 
istic outlook, and his latent sense of national pride.

Acceptance of the “one country” concept had profound impli
cations on the Communist parties abroad.,In 1924 St^liii declared 
that world capitalism was experiencing a period of “temporary 
stabilization.” During this phase, revolutionary projects would 
prove futile. Hence, the Communist parties of the West should 
strive to consolidate their organizational strength. “The process 
of the definitive crystalization of the true Bolshevik parties in, 
the West has begun; it constitutes the basis for the future revolu
tion in Europe.”^®

As a result the PCF was ordered to “bolshevize” its organization. 
The French Party eagerly embraced certain aspects of this program.
It seemed to find the principle of bureaucratic centralism particu
larly appealing. The “center” immediately began to set down in
tricate operational codes to gqvern the behavior of the “base.”
On December 31,1924, the leadership of the PCF issued a der 
tailed statement which prescribed the structure, composition,, 
duties, and procedure of each cell. According to G6rard Walter,
“The instructions furnished by this text offer a perfect model of 
bureaucratic minutiae, such as the most far-sighted, the most ex
perienced administration could not surpass.”^®

Even the Comintern was disconcerted by the PCF’s extreme pre
dilection for bureaucratic uniformity. Gior^o Rovida reports that

The Issues of Organization and Consciousness 117

the executive committee attacked the “sectarian mentality of the 
leadership, for whom bolshevization meant, in short, the mechani
cal initiation of executive orders.”^®

Nevertheless, this organizational rigidity persisted. In 1940 the 
PCF central committee issued a “Pldn d’organisation et de travail 
d’un cellule.” The leadership-told the cells how to occupy literally 
every minute of their meetings.*

A number of factors seem to haye contributed to the French 
Party’s enthusiasm for the cult of organization. First, the power 
•struggle in the Soviet Union was accompanied by pjgrallel struggles 
in the PCF. While Stalin fought Trotsky, Thorez and his colleagues 
fought Alfred Rosmer and Boris Souvarine, A new generation of 
working-class organization men struggled against both the bour
geois intellectuals and the old revolutionaries who had founded the 

'Farty. The former advocated the Stalinist virtues of organization 
and centralism", the latter defended the principles of Trotskyism, 
party democracy, and anarcho-syndicalism.

The cult emerged in the course of these' early leadership battles, 
and it took root as the new organizational elite established itself.
It is now the core of the Party’s ideology. At the present time, the 
PCF has an extensive permanent staff. Marchais and Rochet preside 
over a veritable empire of organizations. They administer trade 
unions; numerous clubs and associations; newspapers, reviews, and 
journals; travel agencies; municipal governinents; summer camps; 
and import-export companies. The Party has a reported income of 
23,295,000 francs and thousands of full-time, paid employees.^^ 

According to the PCF, the working class is the'“heart of the nation’ 
one might extend this statement to read: “The functionariat is the 
heart of the Party,” The present leaders have almost all been career 
appara'tchiki. Annie Kriegel argues that the growing Party apparatus 
has gradually transformed itself from a tool into an end in itself: 
“Thus weighted down, the Party machine, while functioning very 
correctly, risks functioning increasingly for its own sake.”^^

By sanctifying the concepts of organization and .professionalism 
the PCF sanctifies its massive functionariat; its bureaucratic routines

*See the excerpt from the “Plan d’organisation’’ in the appendix to this chap
ter.
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are transformed into holy rites. This process also strengthens the 
legitimacy of the present leaders, most of whom are organizatiop men.

This zealous commitment to the concepts of hierarchy and central
ism can also be accounted for by an understanding of the French 
national character as it has been described by Blancard, Wylie, Pitts, 
Crozier, and others.-^ The French are said to have a tendency to 
convert authority into sets of impersonal rules. Whenever possible, 
the need for personal -leadership is eliminated through the creation 
of rigid operational codes. Organizations are structured so that 
residual authority is allocated in such a manner that it is kept at a 
safe distance from those affected. As Crozier says:

Face-to-face dependence relationships are, indeed, perceived as 
difficult to bear in the French cultural setting. Yet the prevail
ing view of authority is still that of universalism and absolutism; 
it continues to retain something of the seventeenth-centUry’s 
political theory, with its mixture of rationality and bon plaisir.
The two attitudes are contradictory. However, they can be 
reconched in a bureaucratic system, since impersonal rules and 
centralization make it possible to reconcile an absolutist con
ception of authority and the elimination of most direct depen
dence relationships.^

A number of social mechanisms serve to perpetuate and reinforce 
these traditional attitudes. According to Jesse Pitts,-the source of 
the problem lies in the “child’s” relationship to his “parents.”

Within the nuclear toily the parents try to be omnipresent and 
undisputed. The child is allowed little initiative-officiaUy. The 
proper forms of behavior, the principles, exist once and for all, 
and the parents require perfect performance before the child is 
allowed to make his own decisions.^

The effects of the family socialization experience are two-fold. First, 
the child develops both a dread of authority and a yearning for in- 
•dependence.Second, he identifies “proper conduct” with certain 
set, absolute principles.

If the analyses of M^traux and Mead are correct, the French school 
system probably reinforces these attitudes. French education, they
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argue, is “characterized by a tight control and a repression of move
ment and physical aggression; a great pressure of the outside world 
with shaming and nagging and a reliance on oral aggression as a 
way of relief”’^ In both the primary school and the lycee, personal 
dependence relationships are restrictive and often unpleasant. Pitts 
agrees: “In school the French child gets more of what he has gotten 
at home.”^^ Crozier also points out that French education puts an 
inordinate stress on universal norms and values.

The emphasis of French education on principles and on the 
deductive aspects of science, the place it gives to subject mat
ters requiring precision and clarity, and the reluctance it shows 
for controversial or ambiguous problems have been noticed by 
many French and foreign observers.

might tentatively conclude that the PCF ardently embraced 
the Bolshevik organizational structure because it was culturally 
predisposed to do so. The impact of both primary and secondary 
socialization mechanisms lead many French Communists to passive
ly accept a position in a stratified hierarchy in which power is con
centrated in a distant center and operations are guided by clear and 
precise principles, regulations, and directives. It could therefore be 
argued that the organizational patterns of the PCF are as French 
as the Code Napoleon.*

When Lenin accepted centralism and organizational hierarchy, he 
was consciously and creatively responding to environmental demands; 
when the French Party accepted them, it was unconsciously submit
ting to an environmental demand—that is, the force of “national 
culture.”

In summary, the ideology of the PCF contains two central dichoto
mies: “organization/anarchy” and “consciousness/spontaneity.”
The first term in each of these dichotomies is endowed with strong.

*Any generalization about “national culture” must remain tentative until 
formulated into wofkable hypotheses and subjected to empirical tests. The 
theories of Ktts and Crozier have not yet been, in any sense, “proven.” 
Consequently, what has been outlined above is no more than a possible re
lationship between organizational ideology and national attitudes.



positive affective dimensions. This rievelopment seems to have been 
the product of a number of factors: the forces of Leninist tradition, 
cultural predispositions of the French people, jnd, last but not least, 
the particularistic interests of the “functionariat”-the hegemonic 
faction within the Party.

THE CULT OP SPONTANEITY

When€ohn-Bendit attacked the bureaucratization of the PCF, Rochet 
responded by saying: “In'fact, it is a question of old theories from 
the beginning of the.century, which the revolutionary workers’ move
ment has been combatting and defeating for along time.”^^ Rochet 
was correct. Cohn-Bendit was^-essentially a “Luxembutgist.” His de
bate with the Party was in many respects a repeat of the Lenin-Lux- 
emburg debate which was carried out in the pages of Iskra in 1903.*

In Obsolete Communism (1968), Cohn-Bendit quotes Luxemburg 
approvingly. “The reason why spontaneity is important for the struggle 
of the Russian masses is not that the Russian proletariat is ‘uneducated,’ 
but rather that the revolution cannot be run by schoolmasters.”^®
The student radicals had no intention of letting PCF schoolmasters 
lead them in their struggle against their university schoolmasters.

Cohn-Bendit continually stressed that vanguards and hierarchies 
are incompatible with the phenomenon of revolution. In the middle 
of May he told Sartre that “our action has proven that spontaneity 
retains its plage in the social movement,... No vanguard, not the UEC, 
the JCR or the M-L, has succeeded in assuming the leadership of the 
movement.”^^

This argument rests on the assumption that organization naturally 
nurtures conservatism. Centralized structures imply the existence 
of an elite; elites tend to assiduously protect whatever power they 
have managed to accumulate. Since the PCF has succeeded in insert
ing itself into the French parliamentary system, its elite now tries 
to preserve the power and influence the Party has thereby gained.
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♦See Helmut Gmhex, International Communism in the Era of Lenin (Green
wich, 1957), for the relevant documents and a cogent commentary on the 
1903 controversy.
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As a result, the PCF is reluctant to abandon electoral tactics—even 
when new conditions seem to call for new approaches. As Luxem
burg puts it: “The tendency is for the directing organs of the so
cialist party to play a conservative role:”^^ As the P^rty .gains strength, 
“the leaders transforni it at the same time into a kind of bastion which 
holds up advance on a wider scale.” The Party adjusts to life in a 
parliamentary.regime, and, consequently, “electoral tactics come to 
be regarded as the immutable and specific tactics of socialist activity.”^^

The position of Cohn-Bendit is almqst identical to Luxemburg’s.
The PCF, he argues, is a traditional bureaucratic hierarchy. It has 
managed to accumulate a share, of the power in the existing social 
system. It has deputies in parliament, its mayors administer cities, 
and it is now in the process of “trying to wrest a seat on the very 
centers of economic power,- on the boards of the increasingly impor- 
Jtant state industries.”^ As a result, the PCF no longer wants to revo
lutionize the system. On the contrary, its elite desires to preserve 
the system so that it might increase Party power within it. The PCF’s 
revolutionary verbiage is therefore belied by its electoral opportunism, 
thus creating “an unsavory mixture of theoretical rectitude and elec
toral compromise,”^

Luxemburg and Cohn-Bendit .also present another argument against 
Leninism, They contend that the unorganized masses tend to be far 
more creative than the organizational elites. According to Luxem
burg, “the ultra-centralism asked by Lenin is full of the sterile spirit 
of the overseer. It is not a positive and creative spirit.” The masses 
are the source of true, revolutionary creativity, “But what has been 
the experience of the Russian socialist movement up to now? ...
The most important and most fruitful changes in its tactics during 
the last years .. . have been the sporrtaneous products of the move
ment in ferment.”^ In 1898, for example, workers “spontang^ojisly” 
invented the general,strike. And in 1901 students “spontaneously” 
invented the massive street demonstration.

Bolshevism stifles this innate “creativity.” Lenin points out that 
factory workers'often make the best Communists since they have 
been subjected .to the iron discipline of the industrial plant. The 
worker knows how to-obey; he knows how to unquestioningly carry 
out orders. Instead of trying to overcome this submissive attitude.
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Lenin exploits it for it facilitates the vanguard’s manipulative proj
ects.

But Luxemburg argues that a strategy based on manipulation is 
fundamentally unsound. All Marxists realize that tactics must be 
adjusted to prevailing conditions. Luxemburg therefore argues that 
tactics are best selected by the workers in eabh factory and the stu
dents at each university. They possess an intimate and intuitive grasp 
of the nature of their own environments. The ceiiter is too remote. 
When a paramilitary command lays down universal regulations, it 
usually ends up imposing inappropriate solutions ofi unfamiliar 
terrains. The masses must be allowed'fo-creatively respond to the 
particular conditions of their owrl*iriilieus.- 

It is clear that Cohn-Bendit shares this belief in the spontaneous 
creativity of the masses. He argues that the preconceived theories 
of the professionals are invariably inferior to the dynamic theories 
that emerge from the political action of the masses. Ideas do not 
precede practice; practice produces ideas.^"^

Cohn-Bendit constantly emphasizes that control and direction are 
totally hostile to mass creativity. In his interview with Sartre, Cohn- 
Bendit asserted: “The strength of our movement is precisely that it 
rests on an uncontrollable spontaneity.’’^^ In Obsolete Communism 
he states that “if a revolution is to succeed, no form of organization 
whatsoever must be allowed to dam its spontaneous flow.”^^ The 
masses can attain power only through free, unorganized, and un
planned collective action.

When the PCF viewed Cohn-Bendit’s criticism-, they saw heresy 
and scandal. In the words of Rochet, they heard “old themes from 
the beginning of the century ,” which the proletariat had “struggled 
against and vanquished.” Cohn-Bendit’s polemics were viewed as 
hemtical attacks on Lenin’s sacred texts-texts whose “holy” char
acter was reinforced by national character and bureaucratic inter
ests.

The reaction of the Party might have been considerably less hostile 
had Colm-Bendit been merely an isolated intellectual. But “Danny 
the Red” (as he was called) was unquestionably the dominant per
sonality of the May revolution. Despite his attacks on leadership and 
hero worship, he had innumerable disciples. His anarchism apparently 
struck a responsive chord among the great mass of the students.
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UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE

To understand why the students were attracted to the Luxemburgist 
attitudes, one must examine the structure of the university com
munity.

By way of introduction to this topic, we know that Lenin recog
nized that factory conditions prepare the worker for the iron dis
cipline of the Bolshevik party. The Leninist model seems perfectly 
adapted to the psychological terrain of the industrial plant. It fully 
exploits the proletarian’s submissive mentality.

At first glance, there appear to be certain similarities between the 
factory and the college campus. As Seymour Martin Lipset points 
out, both aggregate and sociahze a great mass of individuals.

There are factors inherent in the ecological structure of uni
versities that facilitate collective action. Like a vast factory, a 
large campus brings together great numbers of people in sim
ilar life situations, in close proximity to one another, who can 
acquire a sense of solidarity and wield real power.^°

But Dpset’s analogy is somewhat misleading. The lecture hall and 
the assembly line tend to create radically different attitudes toward 
orgaiiization and discipline. Industrial labor is social activity. It is 
invariably a cooperative venture. The individual proletarian producesTP 
nothijBRUheJSnished.commodity is the product of 2l collective laborer. 
But study is purely an egoistic activipf. The university in itself pro- 
duces nothing; it is merely a collection of^1I]paratel53mdu^,7ach I 
of whom is engageSTih ah attempt to educat^^ ,—4,

The twoenvironmeniK*p?o^ice^ The workers i
all arrive at the factory at eight; they work until noon; they lunch / 
together; they work for four more hours; then they all go home.^^^ 
The nature jof the work process imposes a unifWm routinaT^ut'ea^ 
studeiit is free to establish his owmscKeduTe and his own rhythm. The 
Parisian student may or may not attend one or two hours of lectures 
each day at the Sorbonne.^side from that, he is totally free. He can 
study in the library ft^im eight to twelve in the morning, or in a cafS 
from eight to twelve at night. As Bourdieu and Passeron point out:
“To experiene^ife as a student, is first and perhaps foremost, to feel
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free to go to the movies whenever one wants to and consequently, 
never on Sunday, like everyone else.”"^^

Studying in itself need never be a cooperative endeavor. Neverthe
less, a “communijacof scho^s” c^ be artificially created, as at 
Harvard, Oxford, or Cambi^ge.~But1PaiS possesses few ^h com
munities. Only a small minority Uve in official university dwellihgs 
(see Table 1).

Table 1: of Living Quarters of Parisian
Students (42)

With Independent University
parents lodgings dormitories

Boys
Girls

34%
45%

52%
43%

14%
11%

Thpre is no campus. Laboratories, lecture halls, and student restaurants 
are dispersed throughout the city. The university itself provides the 
student with few opportunities to meet his comrades. Most student 
interaction occurs on a random and informal basis—in the Latin Quar
ter’s numerous caf6s, bookstores, and restaurants.

The heterogeneous nature of the student community also contributes 
to its atomization. Students comeifom-a.wide variety of har.kgrmmHg 
^jhsJECE.£mnts_o]it4heyibjm^ fferenfiated, strata^iiT^
contrast to the relatively homogenemis proletariat (seft Table 2).-

Table 2. Social Origins of French Students (43)

Salaried farm workers 1,208 .6%
Farmers 11,791 5.6%
Service personnel 1,854 .9%
Blue-collar workers 13,661 6.4%
White-collar workers 16,669 7.9%
Industrial and commercial

executives 37,535 17.7%
Middle-level management 37,921 17.8%
Liberal professions and

upper-level management 60,374 28.5%
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Table 2 (cont.)

Property owners, without 
professions 

Others

Total

14,769
16,097

211,879

7.6%
7.6%

100%

Not only are the students’ backgrounds varied and dissimilar, but 
their fields of concentration vary widely. And in Paris, law, medical, 
history, and literature students have little formal interaction. One’s 
liberal education is obtained at the lyc6e; the university student 
immediately speciahzes. Thus, sociology students rarely take history 
of art courses. In addition, there is no sense of common destiny 
among Parisian students. The undergraduates at Harvard or Oxford 
all have a reasonably good chance of gaining admission to the ruling 
strata. Many will become leading figures in the worlds of business, 
government, and the arts. But French students face widely,dis^«—»t 
sirhilar futures. Members of the Grandes Ecoles will no doubt enter | 
the power elite, but many law students will end up as government I 
clerks. Likewise, students in the science faculties are Ukely to spend | 
the rest of their lives as salaried technicians.

In short, neither the social roots of the students, nor their present 
routines, nor their future possibilities provide them with any con
crete basis for a sense of collective identity.

It would be a mistake to characterize the French university as a 
totally atomized mass society. Over one-third of the students live 
with^heir parents and are, to a greater or lesser extent, still integrated 
in the primary family group. The rest are saved from isolation and 
anomie by a proliferation of formal and informal secondary groups. 
Fifty-seven percent of the students under twenty-one are members 
of a student union; 15 percent are members of political organiza
tions.'*^

Nevertheless, there are indications that the university community
like French society as a whole—is relatively resistant to the forma
tion of stable, cohesive secondary associations. Sociometric studies 
indicate that, in any given classroom, personal exchanges outside the 
lecture hall—and even the simple knowledge of names—are likely to 
be extremely rare.^^
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In addition, those who attempt to organize collective activities 
invariably encounter stubborn obstacles. The authors of Les Heritiers 
mention that:

Each year philosophy students from the liberal arts colleges in 
the provinces try to organize collective activities; they fail 
regularly, doubtless because they come up against the aristo
cratic individualism of the “philosopher.”'^

Since similar difficulties also occur in other university departments, 
however, it would prqbably be a mistake to place inordinate stress on 
the aristocratic individualism of philosophy students.

.One would conclude that Leninism does not provide particularly 
useful guidelines to campus mobilization; in the absence of a collective 
consciousness and in light of a general resistance to discipline, strategies 
based on control, organization, and manipulation are difficult to im
plement.

THE DELINQUENT COMMUNITY

^ It has been argued that the authoritarian structure of the French 

family tends to produce an individualistic reaction and a subsequent 
dislike of collective activities.

If this thesis is, valid, it would seem to bear particular relevance to 
the members of the university community. For the Parisian student, 
who lives either in a dormitory or on his own, has .finally managed to 
escape the despotism of parental authority. After 18 years of stifling, i 
face-to-face, dependence relationships, he is finely free. It is .perfectly I 
natural that he should be somewhat jealous of his newly won inde
pendence ;it is understandable that he might be reluctant to join a 
highly organized secondary group, for fear that the radical freedom i 
of student life might thereby be compromised. |

The theories of Jesse Pitts and Michel Crozier can also be used to J 
provide additional explanations for the generally unstable character I 
of student groups. According to Pitts, both the French family and Ithe French school tend to foster a distinct type of peer-group infer- I
action, which he calls the “delinquent community.” This community I 

is characterized by trari^ience, instability, and a general aura of ille- I
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gitimacy. Witlun the nuclear toily the parents.lrvLtQ.be.. omni- * 
present and undisputed. But tlie child learns that he can gain 
“evaSoiTand fehei”Tnrough covert relationships with members 
of the extended family. “These relatives offer the child preferen
tial treatment [in which] he can find oases of relaxation and se
curity from the exacting pressures,-particularly those of his father.” 
But these liaisons are illegitimate.because they bypass the “doc
trinaire-hierarchical values upon which parental authority is based.”*^^ 

In the primary school and in the lycde, peer-group interaction 
tends to assume a similar character. The teacher’s authority is 
equally “doctrinaire” and “hierafch|cal^” As a general rule, he is 
aloof, impartial, and exacting-“an Olympian diety.” Pitts contends 
that the students, resist the teacher’s tyranny by forming semi- 
clandestine alliances.

Every student as a student has to recognize the legitimacy of 
the teacher’s demands in homework and formal instruction. On 
the other hand, the teacher’s classroom administrative author
ity will not be taken for granted. On the contrary, the teachers 
will find the peer group engaging in a continual battle against 
him, a battle in wjiich the best he can get is a truce; and.he 
gets it by his capacity to punish-without pity and without 

. argument.^

These mischievous alliances strive to subvert the teacher’s author
ity. The administration is perfectly aware of this situation and “at
tempts to exercise the most rigid supervision of student groups at 
all times,” Consequently, the group is neither stable nor enduring.
The loyalty of its members is •tenuous; for the group operates above 
all else as an organization which promotes the pleasure and liberty 
of the individual. As a result, “the peer group understands that the 
member cannot prejudice his interest position for the sake of the 
group, since the raison d’etre of the group is to protect his interest 
positibn.^’^^ In addition, since the group systematically debunks 
all official morality, it is hardly in a position to uphold the “moral 
necessity” of suffering in the group’s interest. Competition provide;^ 
another disintegrative force. As a general rule, 
perimm-lyc^rttasn^Tifrife'^^ A tqnd^^ there-
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fore arises to view “the other” as a threa.t to one’s own success.
This hardly encourages the development of group solidarity.

The autocratic teacher faces ^n essentially atomized student com
munity. The formation of.stably cliques is thwarted by both external 
and internal pressures. The students can evade this situation only 
through collective rebellion. As Crozier says: “The^qhildren can re
sist the strong pressures of the.system only by resorting to an im
plicit negative solidarity .and occ.asional revolts-the famous 
/ From time to time, classes are disrupted by spontaneous uproars. 
Discipline is;temporarily shattered and the teacher completely loses 
control. As Victor Brombert describes it, “classes are interrupted 
by the launching of paper airplanes, the explosion.of stink bombs; 
or the anonymous, collective humming \yhich drowns [the teacher’s] 
voice under the weight of Russian choir effects.”^^ But soon the re
volt is suppressed and order is restored. The chief culprits are merci
lessly punished, and the solidarity of the group disintegrates.

Thus, when reyolt^occurs in the lyc^e, it is definitely not of a 
Leninist variety. Qn the contrary, it is decidedly Luxemburgian- 
that is, spont^neeasr-anarchic, and undirected.

THE UNIVERSITY: STRUCTURE AND STRAINS

Habits and attitudes formed in the family and the lyc^e seem to be
Secondary groups retain the 

illegitimate aura of the delinquent community. And as a result of . 
numerous factors, the community remains atomized.. Having liber
ated himself from the despostism of parental and school authorities, 
the student is reluctant to yield to the despotism of the tightly qr- ' 
gamzed association. The development of a uniform group conscious
ness is hampered by the students’ radically different vbackgrounds, 
studies, and future orientations-and by intensq competition. Finally, 
the egotistic nature of the study process encourages radical individu- 
alism and fails to imbue the student with a submissive Leninist 
mentality.

The chahut therefore remains the most effective means of trans
cending mass atomization. When pressures build up during exam 
time, the Latin Quarter invariably explodes iiito violent mondmes, '' 
which often have to be suppressed by the police.

The Issues of Organization and Consciousness Cl29)

The May reyolMtlqn-hPffan as a series of \yc6e-like chahuts. At 
Nantes, students pelted their psychology professors with tomatoes 
to protest against the “repressive ideological content” of their lec- 
tures.^^ At Nanterre, Cohn-Bendit disrupted Crozier’s lectures on 
American sociolo^cal probleihs by shouting, “What does all this 
have to do with Vietnam?” Anarchic debates jvould follow.^^

At the university as in the lyc^e, the student community is high
ly individualized. As Sartre would say, it is seridite. Authority pat- 
tems are dso similar. Again we have the absence of intimate, face- 
toifferelationships betwegirsubefdi»ate»fM:^^ 
distant ^thority (thelteacli^TTrrfacLtiiei^ teacher tends 
toJB^ even iflQftLudahhEoaSS^kLand autocratic than his counter- 
Pyt sit'the iyc^e. The number of profe^ors is very sm317ahd in 
many faculties there are no lower-leyel instructors, assistants, or 
tutors. Rigid, one-way authority relationships predominate with 
no opportunity provided for feedback.

When dissatisfaction develops, the violent uproar remains the 
oiily feasible rheans of expression. And when-this discontent reaches 
mass proportions,-the naturally develops into the riot.

The social sthicture qf the university is conducive to anomic 
collective behavior. But authority and peer-group relationships 
merely provide the possibility for spontaneous violence. Before be- 
havipr of this sort actually develops, the social structure must be 
subjected to serious strains.
. Since the end of World War II, a ma^ior source of structural tension 
has bgeiTtEe student populati^on explosionHinf^^hlherev^ 123,000 
Students; in 196f, 202,000fWinT96C5 i4,000.^"^ Libraries and 
laboratories have been overrun. Lecture halls are so crowded that 
students sometimes have t6 arrive an hour early and sit through the 
previous lecture in order to get a seat. Student-teacher relationships 
have completely collapsed. Competition has become increasingly 
intense. Only 55-60 percent of each class actually take their degrees.

Tl^ dissatisfied student who feels that hiSLsitiiationis intolerable 
has'TiiumBer'ori3lema!ives7lFiiit7fie canapproach the authorities

is is apt to be an unsatisfying
strategy because, on an academic level,.the professor is an almost 
totally inaccessible figure; communication is one-way: from thejop 
dOjauUjQp an administrative^evd^complaining has be^n equally in-



c>
^

30 The French Communist Party versus the Students

effectual. As Seale and McCon,ville point out:

A French university is like a factory in Russia: it works to norms 
ordained by the center. In 1968, all twenty-three universities in 
the country were state-run; they were administered on rigidly 
standardized lines, like a government department. The local 
administrative staff was iippotent, the students resentful, and 
their mutualjelations hostile.^^

Even if they were so inclined, the university administrators could
^ocedure was explicitly 

EducationTh PmsTDiscontented stu- 
had little recourse but to write aletteTtcTSmhm^

* TETaft^imtive to"Sdividual complairitis collective action. But, 
as,has been shown, stable and enduring pressure groups are difficult 
to maintain. In. addition, the governments of the Fifth Republic 
have been singularly unresponsive to demands set forth by student 
unions. In 1962, the Gaullists discontinued UNEF’s state subsidy. 
The same year they set up the F6dbration nationale des 6tudiants 
de France (FNEF)-a “company union”-:in order to seduce UNEF’s 
following. Unable to negotiate with the state and starved of revenue,

^ UNEF has stagnated. While in 1961 it had 100,000 members, it now 
has less than half that number. At the same time, the total student 
population has risen from 250,000 to half a million.

On one hand, then, the student community, prior to May 1968^ 
^ad been subjected to increasingly severe strains; on the other hand, 
its pressure groups had become increasingly i^ineffectual. Certain 
stmctural strains hadcreatedmassiye stiident dissatisfactiori. Since

hS^^^^^sity social stiafiliAie^iscompoied^^ an at(5mzed~pg^—
group facing remote, unresponsive authorities, dissatislacHStrcim 

spontanelBtiycQlKHive behavior..The riot temporarily transforms

ms overcentralization has, to a large extent, been negated by the extensive 
reforms which followed the events of May. For a survey of this reform see 
discussions of Edgar Faure’s “Loi d’orientation de I’enseignement supirieur” 
in the 8 January 1969 issue oiLe Monde,1, 8-9.
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the student seriality into a cohesive group; it also places direct 
pressure on usually aloof and indifferent authorities.

, Unfortunately, the Communist party has failed to come to grips 
with these realities. Guided by Leninist ideological principles, it 
has forcibly condemned student spontaneity. It has tried to channel 
student disconterirby mobilizing the university community into 
the UEC—an “organization communiste de massd.” This is a self- 
defeating endeavor. Strong psycho-cultural factors militate against 
organizational discipline; and the development of group identity 
and collective consciousness is inevitably thwarted by the radical 
heterogeneity of the student milieu.
in addition, the Bolshevik organizational model is irreconcilable 

with the essential features of the student revolt. To achieve their 
goals, the students have to negate certai^ aspects of the university 

social structure. They have to destroy the basic aspects of what 
Crozier calls the “bureauractic phenomenon.” They have to over
come the profound distance \yhich isolates those in command po
sitions from those in subordinate positions. They have to transcend 
student atomization—student inability to unite for constructive 
purposes.

In 1968, therefore, the students rebelled against the bureaucfatie t. 
structure of tlie uhiyefsW cbr^phil^^ this-rebellion,
the Party tried to induce the stu^Snts to accept an dmost identical 
bureaucratic structure. Within the Party authority is distant and un
responsive; the policies of the Union des etudiants coramunistes are 
decided by the politburo of the PCF. No deviations are tolerated.
In addition, democractic centralism and the interdiction of factions 
atomize the rank-and-file membership. Within the movement. Com
munists are not allowed to “unite for constructive purposes”—narnS- 
ly, to formulate and support alternative policies and strategies. As 
the experience of les italiens and les chinoises shows, cliques and 
tendencies are strenuously discouraged.

If they had joined the UEC, the students would have been forced 
to accept -the very structural characteristics they had set out to 
negate. In short, Leninism posits an organization^ model totally 
inappropriate to the university community.

\

-4)
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Appendix: “Plan d’Organisation”

(This set of instructions, issued when the Party was forced to go under
ground after the outbreak of .World Watll, is taken from Angelo Rossi,
A Communist Party in Action, New Haven, 1949.)

The cell is the Party’s basic organizational unit. It is therefore im
perative that each celLobey the foUowiijg instructions to the letter:

A. The cell should have a maximum of six members. The resulting 
decentralization facilitates the holding of meetings. It also makes 
for improved division of labor and enables the Party tb maintain a 
close check on each mihtant’s performance.

B. Each cell is required to hold weekly meetings. The time ^d 
place of these iheetings will be changed bach week, and those who 
•arb to attend'will be notified at the latest possible momenta Each 
meeting will adjourn at the end of 60 or at the most 90 minutes.

C. The agenda for each of these meetings will be as follows: (1) 
questions relating to finances; (2) questions relating to the cell’s 
operations; (3) questions relating to training and policy.

The secretary of the cell wUl work out a detailed Agenda based 
on this outline, and will explain it to the comrades present at the 
meeting in clear and precise language.

Example: questions relating to finances (15 minutes). This will 
be the first item on the agenda. The treasurer must not fail to ex
plain how important funds are to the Party, or to remind the com
rades of their duty both to contribute to these funds and to collect 
contributio'nS’ from the Party’s numerous sympathizers. Everything 
relating to money should be taken up under this item.

Questions-relating to operations (20-30 minutes). During this im
portant phase of the meeting the’ cell leader, bearing in mind the 
Party S security regulations, should assign the members their respec
tive tasks, and make all necessary explanations. Pamphlets; posters; 
slogans on walls and sidewalks. Display of map of surrounding 
neighborhoods; assignment of stations and streets to each member. 
Decision on the most favorable hour for performing each mission, 
to be based on recommendations by the comrades.

Questions relating to training and to Party policies (30 minutes). 
We must never forget that the cell is the Party’s classroom, and that
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the comrades are expected to make a genuine intellectual effort to 
understand Party policy and Party tactics. The meeting should, to 
this end, discuss the Party’s circulars, pamphlets, and newspapers. 
One of the comrades will offer a brief talk on current problems. 
Continuous study of the History of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union (Bolshevik) and Left-wing Communism: An Infantile 
Disorder.

Comrades, the present situation—beyond any in the Party’s 
history—calls for order, discipline, courage, caution. You must 
seek these qualities in yourselves.

Forward, comrades—to become the true ^lite of the people and 
the guarantors of the final victory.
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