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​Introduction – Paris, May 10, 1968
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The air was thick with tear gas.

On a spring night in Paris, students ripped up cobblestones from the Latin Quarter’s narrow streets, piling them into makeshift barricades. They threw Molotov cocktails that lit up the night sky, while the riot police — helmeted, faceless, wielding batons — charged into the crowds. Sirens wailed, glass shattered, the air reeked of smoke and adrenaline.

By dawn, the elegant boulevards of the French capital looked like a war zone. More than five hundred people had been injured, dozens of cars were overturned and burning, and the city’s most famous university district resembled a battlefield. But what shocked France was not only the violence — it was the realization that the youth of the nation had declared war on the entire order of society.

Within weeks, that student rebellion would trigger the largest general strike in French history: ten million workers walking out of their factories, paralyzing the economy, halting trains, shutting down ports, newspapers, and even the post office. Banks closed. Gasoline disappeared. The world’s fifth-largest economy ground to a halt — not because of foreign invasion or economic collapse, but because its own people stopped working.

For a moment, the French Republic seemed to teeter on the edge of revolution. President Charles de Gaulle, the hero of World War II, briefly fled the country. Intellectuals proclaimed the dawn of a new society. Across the world, headlines asked whether France — America’s oldest ally — might actually overthrow capitalism itself.

And yet, just as quickly as it flared up, the revolution seemed to fade. By June, the barricades were dismantled, the factories reopened, and de Gaulle had crushed his opponents at the ballot box. The system survived.

Or did it?

Because May 1968 was not just about politics. It was about freedom, identity, and culture. Students demanded not only democracy in the universities, but also liberation in the bedroom, in the workplace, and in the imagination. Workers wanted dignity, not just wages. Women, immigrants, and minorities began to voice demands that had long been silenced. France, and much of the Western world, would never look the same.

––––––––
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To Americans, 1968 is remembered as one of the most turbulent years in their own history: the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, cities ablaze after civil rights uprisings, protests against the Vietnam War, and the chaos of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago.

But while the United States struggled with race, war, and democracy, France’s May ’68 captured a different kind of revolt: a rebellion against authority itself. It was students railing against their professors, workers against their bosses, citizens against their government, and a whole generation against the weight of tradition.

The French May connected to the same spirit animating Berkeley, Berlin, Prague, and Mexico City: a global generation refusing to accept the world as it was.

––––––––
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Half a century later, May ’68 remains one of the most puzzling moments of the twentieth century. It was, by some measures, a failure: the government survived, the economy resumed, the revolution never came. But in another sense, it was a cultural earthquake whose aftershocks still shape our world.

The women’s liberation movement, environmental politics, alternative media, sexual freedom, critiques of consumerism — all found fuel in those few weeks in France. May ’68’s slogans, painted in bright red on Parisian walls, still echo today:

• “Be realistic: demand the impossible.”

• “Under the cobblestones, the beach.”

• “It is forbidden to forbid.”

This book tells the story of those extraordinary weeks in France — how a student protest turned into a nationwide revolt, how close the country came to collapse, and why, even in its apparent failure, May ’68 helped shape the modern world.

It is a story not only of barricades and strikes, but also of ideas and imagination. It is the story of how, in one unforgettable month, millions of French citizens asked whether another world was possible.

And it is a story that still speaks to us today, in an era when new generations — from Occupy Wall Street to the climate strikers — once again flood the streets, demanding change.
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​Chapter One – De Gaulle’s Republic
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On a crisp November day in 1944, Charles de Gaulle walked through the boulevards of a liberated Paris. He was tall — towering, in fact — with a long nose, stiff bearing, and a soldier’s gait. Crowds cheered him as the man who had led Free France in exile, the general who had refused to surrender when the Nazis occupied his country. For many, de Gaulle was more than a leader; he was France itself.

Two decades later, in the spring of 1968, that same figure still ruled. But the France over which de Gaulle presided was not the bombed-out ruin of the postwar years. It was a nation transformed: modern, prosperous, and confident — at least on the surface.

––––––––
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By the late 1950s and 1960s, France was experiencing what economists called Les Trente Glorieuses — the “Thirty Glorious Years” of growth after World War II. Highways and airports appeared where once there had been rubble. Peugeot and Renault cars rolled off new assembly lines. Families bought their first refrigerators and televisions. For the first time, a broad middle class seemed secure.
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