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Daniel Guérin’s “Popular Front in France – A Lost Revolution” – Modern Parallels – 

Choosing ‘Daniel Guérin’s “Popular Front – A Lost Revolution” – Modern parallels’ as the title for my paper was influenced to a significant extent by the way Guérin’s book stands out for me from other books on the period.  There are a number of excellent books which focus on or cover the Popular Front: Julian Jackson’s Popular Front in France, June ’36 Class Struggle and the Popular Front in France by Jacques Danos and Marcel Gibelin, translated into English by Peter Fysh and Christine Bourry, Guy Bourdé’s Défaite du front populaire (Defeat of the Popular Front) or The Communist Movement in France by Leon Trotsky, to name but a few.  But Guérin’s book succeeds in reaching readers on a personal level.  For all those who have been involved in politics, swimming against the stream, especially in minority opposition movements, it is not difficult to empathise with the Daniel Guérin of the 1930s and draw parallels between our own experiences and observations as activists and those of the author.  My aim to highlight some modern parallels with those in Guérin’s book is of course influenced by the way I, as a revolutionary socialist, view the current world crisis in relation to the crisis of the 1930s about which Guérin writes. 

In this paper I am going to attempt to illustrate how Daniel Guérin’s book on Le Front populaire – Révolution manquée contains a number of parallels with recent and current political events and phenomena and how these parallels help make this book such an excellent read, providing it with a quality which we can relate to today.  These parallels, I would argue, help not only history students, but all activists involved in struggle, whether they are rank and file trade unionists battling against all odds in the current period; those attempting to build the anti-war and anti-capitalist movements, or those on the Left, developing a critique of the Popular Front, which as Guérin said in the 1963 preface to his book, “is a vital task – in fact the precondition for a new revolutionary dawn”1.  

Firstly, I will be looking at how Guérin (or rather the reader) creates parallels with the modern political world, via the big political battles and the small, which Guérin’s describes in this book.  I will also be providing examples of Guérin’s literary style and language and how this makes it modern, contemporary and a tool for moving readers politically and helping future generations of revolutionaries, “learn the lessons so that next time around they’ll do better than us”2 .

Secondly, I will be looking at the period of decadence, decomposition, rottenness and economic and political counter reform leading up to June 1936, a period which I see as having obvious parallels with the 1980s and early 1990s in Britain and to a certain extent in France, which is sometimes referred to as the “downturn” (a downturn in collective or offensive action, demoralisation in the labour movement).

Thirdly, I will be examining parallels between the insurrectionary events of June 1936 and some of the revolutionary dawns that followed and are now unfolding in several parts of the world today.

The Popular Front in France – a Lost Revolution.  A History Book for Contemporary Readers

Guérin’s book is, stylistically, in many ways such a thoroughly modern book.  For those who read French, they will know that this is no dry, academic tome.  I am not arguing that the book is any better than other books on the period but because it is a personal testimony, a very candid assessment and exciting flesh and blood eye-witness account by someone who was involved in this lost revolution, at grass roots and higher up at a series of different levels, it contains a refreshing and passionate emotional intensity not found elsewhere.  This is in part due to Guérin’s personal touch, writing in the first person, as he shows us the ups and downs of the class war of the 1930s, through his own experiences and those of his comrades, which provides it with its vigour and highlights so effectively some astonishing parallels with the period we are living in today.

The style Guérin adopts in this book is not only used as a powerful tool for conveying ideas, but is also used as a means of searching for and uncovering the truth.  This search for truth is, after all, Guérin’s number one priority.  Lessons can and should be learned for those reading The Popular Front – A Lost revolution, on this Guérin was quite clear.  He explains that his is a biased account because all accounts are biased and he’s not interested in “empty phrases, museum exhibits or corpses to be dug up from the grave3” but he is interested in getting to the truth of the matter and he is not afraid to look at what mistakes were made, including those committed by himself and the groups in which he was involved.  There is a didactic goal to Daniel Guérin’s book.  He is not writing as a professional historian with the objective of providing yet one more interesting insight into the 1930s from a purely historical and objective viewpoint.  It is to help future generations of revolutionaries “learn the lessons so that next time around they will do better than us”.  Didactic it certainly is but in this book we are also treated to a clear, racy, supple style, fluent and readable, forceful and direct, with a colloquial ease of expression. Despite a fair sprinkling of references to antiquity, European literature and to characters from the French political scene at the time who will largely be unknown to a lot of English speaking readers, this shouldn’t put the modern reader off.  In parts, the book reads almost like a modern fly-on-the wall documentary, but it is always coloured by Guérin’s own subjective input, his passion, his frustration, his anger and euphoria, which makes it so unique as an historical document.  Take for instance one brief episode in Guérin’s anti-colonialist struggle where he is absolutely livid that the Governor General of Indochina can visit Paris “without meeting the slightest resistance… Unable to stand it any longer, I decided one day to climb the steps to the building on Plaine Monceau where the Proconsul resided.  The element of surprise served me well.  Just as I arrived on the landing, the apartment door opened and the Governor (who was no doubt getting ready to leave) stuck out his big grey beard.  ‘Murderer, murderer!’, I shouted at him, literally in his face, which turned deathly pale.  On hearing the din, his wife appeared, grabbed him, pushed him inside and slammed the door shut while I hurtled down the stairs, feeling relieved”4.  

It is debatable whether the tactic Guérin adopted on this occasion in the anti-imperialist struggle was perhaps the most effective but there is no doubt in my mind that whether he is writing about the formation of the CRS in France, workers and the church, Spanish refugees fleeing Franco’s victory or meetings at a ministerial level, his language is always informal, personal and contemporary as he deftly and sensuously describes his comrades, adversaries and the stakes at play.  His language conveys the immediacy of someone closely involved in this momentous period; an immediacy in the sense of someone who although constantly striving to understand the urgency of the important movement in which he is involved, so that lessons be learned from it, his personal feelings do actually get in the way sometimes and he is not afraid to share these feelings with his readers. 

The book is also rich in humour, for example, when he describes his characters and the circumstances in which they find themselves.  There is certainly something comical about the scene when, with trepidation, young Daniel sets out for his first meeting with the great hero Léon Blum only to find him in bed “propped up by pillows” …wearing mauve coloured pyjamas flecked with gold”5;  from the sublime heights of workers power, where white-smocked women strikers in occupation, who are part of a movement that has the bourgeoisie quaking in their boots, fall victim themselves to the tension of the struggle dragging on and the following bathetic scene ensues, “One day a girl carrying a pile of plates fails to look where she’s going for a second, and bumps into someone else busy with some other culinary task.  The storm that has been brewing finally breaks.  The two girls insult each other and come to blows.  Suddenly a strange collective hysteria draws all the other women into the fray.  Screams, punches, broken crockery, tears”6;  tragedy, when Guérin so powerfully juxtaposes the beauty of the Pyrenees “all white with snow” and the sudden deluge of desperate, exhausted refugees, streaming forth in all directions over the mountains from Spain, “a crush of human beings, dressed in rags, gaunt, with shining hollow eyes”; high drama whereby Guérin and a few comrades set out to daringly rescue some Spanish POUM activists, after Franco’s victory, from the clutches of the French police, fording icy streams, avoiding police road blocks, wriggling their way through check points and the irony on actually finding their Spanish comrades in the mountains just a few yards away from some “terribly young looking soldiers, a few whiskers sprouting from their chins, lying on the grass nearby.  They are ragged but smiling and engaging.  These are the assault guards who acted as the POUM leaders’ gaolers in Barcelona.  Good lads and Largo Caballero tendency Socialists into the bargain.  By the strangest of coincidences, the guards and their former prisoners met up again in the exodus – just as they arrived in France.  We wave to them to join us.  They need little persuading and we share our frugal rations with them”7. 

These are not simply literary devices employed by Guérin to engage the reader, they flow naturally from the very essence of life and the heat of the struggle, which Guérin so successfully makes real.  Despite appearances to the contrary, this is no historical novel, the protagonists in this book are actually very real as they chart their way through the unknown, tumultuous and treacherous waters of an epoch of revolutionary import: the events leading up to, during and after the mass strikes of June 1936 that did indeed challenge the very nature of class society and property relations in France. 

Given that the book is a personal account, we get the full flavour from an insider’s point of  view.  The euphoria is felt more vividly with the real festival of the oppressed when workers take over the factories, no longer passive slaves to the machine but masters in their own right.  We also feel, however, the demoralisation and tragedy more keenly that followed, as the uprising goes down to defeat, despite Guérin’s sombre examination of conscience and dispassionate analysis of what went wrong.  The importance of the personal dimension to this book cannot be underestimated insofar as it contributes to an emotional immediacy lacking in other more scholastic books on the period.  Guérin shows, indeed, how the actions and deeds of these different individuals shed light on the full historical picture but we also get a “totality” through Guérin’s writing, which comes from his own historical overview through his role as theoretician and revolutionary and through which he analyses the plethora of political issues that come to the fore in this period.

 Guérin’s own array of roles in this revolutionary “odyssey” was manifold:

a) Socialist Party member in Belleville, Paris;

b) Novice and apprentice in the art of revolution and reporter for Cri du Peuple and Révolution prolétarienne the anarcho-syndicalist press;

c) Revolutionary socialist and member of a left wing grouping in the French Socialist Party, Gauche révolutionaire; 

d) Activist outside of the Socialist Party in the PSOP (the Socialist Workers and Peasants Party); 

e) Minor trade union official in the CGT during the mass strikes of June 36;

f) Theoretician and activist for national liberation struggles;

g) Theoretician on fascism and anti-fascist activist.

Guérin is certainly no conventional historian and perhaps more sombre academic historians may have found his partisan style, lucid prose, direct language and unambiguous expression, in which he describes his experiences in each of these roles, a trifle too low-brow (even vulgar) for their liking.  Guérin, however, would not have minded this kind of criticism in the slightest.  His goal as a writer cannot be divorced from his role as a revolutionary and in this instance it is to communicate in the clearest possible way, to bear witness and help shed light on the full historical picture.  Organisations, key and minor figures – comrades and adversaries alike,  directly or indirectly involved in this chapter of history are painted in a way that only Guérin can paint, with that “warts and all” sensuality, so rare a quality in most historians and which make his characters come alive so vividly. The Communist Party (“the syphilis of the labour movement” as he describes it) in the struggle and how its theory helped to shape its practice and subsequently help sabotage the movement; he looks at the Socialist Party, “disguised as a friend”, and how this too helped disarm the workers.  Sometimes he is sympathetic, sometimes bitingly caustic or downright insulting, but what we get is a real feel for these people: the rank and file militants, such as building workers from Lyons, stage hands in Paris, miners from northern France, teachers, dockers, the workers with whom Guérin so clearly identified and admired, the people usually hidden from history.  He also describes those who have a higher historical profile: the “tall, strapping, still young and robust” Jacques Doriot, “with his crew cut and glasses” leading his “Dionysian8” troops, before he goes over to fascism; the two images he had of Trotsky, the “legendary Leon Trotsky” “the superman from the “revolutionary epoch” and the “mere mortal”9, Pierre Monatte the veteran revolutionary syndicalist, “with his thick moustache, determined jaw, mocking voice of a retired colonel, inquisitive and somewhat distrustful look”10.  As a writer Guérin succeeds in shedding light on the full historical picture but much more than this, he succeeds in producing a priceless historical contribution, written in a contemporary and modern style, which is exciting to read and accessible to both French and English readers in the 21st century.

Downturn and depression

I would now like to look at some of the parallels with the period leading up to June 1936 (1920-1936) and the period when I first became active in politics in Britain in the early 1980s when we saw Margaret Thatcher on the class war path, taking on the miners, the dockers the seafarers, the printers and other groups, picking them off individually in what was known as the “Riddley Plan”.  There was class struggle but it was very defensive and our side very seldom won.  Mrs Thatcher said there was “no longer society, just individuals”;  we saw a defensiveness in the working class and a demoralisation that affected us all.  After the dashed hopes, disappointment and letdown of the Mitterand government in France, when he started attacking workers, the very people who had elected him, we saw the level of class struggles go down massively and a consequent rise in the fascist Front National.  In both Britain and France we got sleaze and corruption on a massive scale: the Tories in the United Kingdom and the same with the Juppé and Chirac crooks who followed Mitterand in France; militants kept their heads down; individualism was on the rise and there was a decline in collective action. This situation started to change for the better in France in 1995 but in Britain we have not seen the breadth of mass action seen in France recently.

Compare this to the period Guérin describes at the beginning of his book on the Popular Front.  Following the mass strikes of 1917 in France, the mutinies at the front, the victories such as the eight-hour day and collective agreements and wage rises won in struggle, the movement enters a period of industrial downturn after the massive defeat of the railway workers and the schism in the trade union movement in 1921. This period is not just one of a decrease in the number of strikes. Guérin shows how it was a period of decadence, decomposition, rottenness, a period of economic and political counter-reform. Guérin explains how he was driving through France on the 15 August bank holiday in 1931 and, “At the same time as tens of millions of workers throughout the world had lost their jobs and were going hungry, I could see before my eyes an island of ordinary people artificially cut off from the rest of the planet, living in a glasshouse, pampered in cotton wool”11.  He describes that frightening inertia in the working class, a phenomenon with which we are quite often only too familiar, millions of people seemingly immune to what is going on in the world.  We could be led to believe that workers today are too interested in the telly, the “footie”, their beer and will never fight, they’re not like the noble sons of toil of the past but I think that Guérin’s misgivings expressed below indicate essentially that things on the surface were at least very similar in the 1930s:

 “the capitalist powers-that-be were perfecting their means of intellectual and moral intoxication and spewing out their rotten opium –corrupt press, corrupt radio, corrupt cinema and corrupt sport.  The working class lost what remained of its class consciousness in its weekly hour of stupefaction at the cinema, football match…Class instinct, especially among the young, was wasting away”12.

Get the picture!  There are obvious parallels with the horrible period of defeat, rottenness and passivity that we have experienced in recent year but Guérin is actually describing the early 1930s.  Trade unions were split, no longer able to fulfil their basic tasks, and many trade union leaders, like those of the miners, were “welded to the system…who saw strikes as adventures where they had everything to lose and nothing to gain”13.  No change there then, as far as the trade union bureaucrats are concerned, except for a few exceptions in the British “awkward squad”.  

It is also a period of rampant sectarianism amongst the Left - with the Third Periodism of the Communist Party classifying Socialist Party members as social-fascists.  The Socialist Party itself  is losing members, is full of careerists and apart from some rare exceptions, such as the Young Socialists which Guérin joined, “was becoming a petty-bourgeois party”. The older members of which Guérin met in his local branch, are, for the most part “obtusely narrow-mindedly patriotic and blinkered”, whose “intellectual and spiritual horizons barely stretched beyond the circus of electoralism”14.  

 Parallels with the mainstream parties of today, their lack of substance, their contempt for theory and ideas are only too patent but, there is a key difference - fortunately we do not have a Communist Party that can harass, dupe and harness the dynamism of  young militants towards serving the interest of a foreign power and simultaneously put a brake on the spontaneity of mass action.  This is a crucial difference between Guérin’s epoch and ours, which makes the prospects for change much more optimistic, at least in this respect. 

Often it is quite easy to despair when we see suffering in Africa or in other areas of the world; three million having perished in the Congo in recent years; in Rwanda, there was genocide and except for a few tiny demonstrations, no mass outcry at the suffering or complicity of the major powers in that crime against humanity.  Guérin experienced the same despair when he raised issues of imperialism in the early 1930s, the “bloody plight of Indochina”15, for example, where he is exasperated by the indifference of the masses - and when he is involved in supporting the struggle of the Moroccan people for national liberation, the Communist Monde newspaper readership (this is the left here!) use the pretext of secularism to attack him for “interfering in a religious dispute”15.  I think that those who have been involved in the anti-war movement today may have been on the receiving end of similar arguments too (Nick Cohen’s attacks on the anti-war movement’s support for Islamic fundamentalism comes to mind).

In times of economic crisis, capitalism frantically searches for miracle cures and short cuts to restore profitability, again we see analogies between Guérin’s 1930s and more recent times.  In the 1930s we witness a mystical intoxication throughout Europe, infecting much of the left, such as trade union leaders like Léon Jouhaux, the leader of the CGT trade union at the time, with the myth of the American dream, the triumphant image of capitalist renaissance.  The future Economics Minister in the Popular Front government, Charles Spinasse, saw the US as an example of “the gradual disappearance of unemployment, characteristic of anarchic economies”16.  All this mythology disappeared suddenly of course, as Guérin describes, one fine morning in October 1929 with the stock market crash.  I can remember Labour politicians (such as Peter Mandelson of the Blair Project and currently European Commissioner for Trade) trumpeting the dynamism of the Asian Tigers before their crash in 1997, and many of us can remember the Japanese miracle that we were once told could provide a model that we would be wise to follow, until that bubble burst there too.  More recently we have been treated to the myth of the modern USA’s dynamic economy compared to rigid, over-regulated Europe.  Enron and Worldcom and other so-called dynamic companies, artificially inflating their profits by up to 50%, undermined the myth-making on this score quite effectively and the stock market is still reeling as a result, with the myth of the market loosing much of its gloss and small savers losing their pensions and future security. The European Union has mesmerised many trade union movement leaders across the European continent.  Plum jobs for some of them but if they’re hoping for a “social dimension” to Europe, they should look at the sanctity of the market economy writ large in the European Constitution and think again. 

Modern parliamentary politics is usually such a puerile affair, and most contemporary politicians so vacuous that it is hard to imagine that news management techniques and spin-doctors are not a modern phenomenon cannily and only very recently invented to manipulate the news, produce sound-bites and make politicians lacking in substance look good.  Not so. Guérin shows how similar techniques and individuals were employed in the 1930s.  Although Léon Blum was far superior to most of his parliamentary contemporaries, it didn’t stop him from using  techniques that we usually associate with US presidential rallies: gigantic posters with his face on them were produced to create a cult of the “venerable leader, spot lights were trained on him at extraordinary rallies and instead of singing to a backdrop of  “We are the Champions” or “Things can only Get Better”, activists turned-choir singers would be cheering “Vive Blum, Blum, Blum!”.  Guérin also explains that at these ceremonies, Marceau Pivert (leader of Gauche Révolutionaire) also employed a proto-type spin-doctor… “a crank whose real name was Serge Tchakhotine but whom he introduced to Gauche Révolutionnaire as Professor Flamm.  This character had lived in Germany.  It was he who had came up with the miraculous symbol of the three arrows (destroyer of the Swastika) for the German Social Democrats, but he assured us that they didn't know how to use it properly.  He'd studied Fascism and argued that the Nazis intuitively understood the essence of human nature.  The crowd longed to be raped.  They needed to be stimulated by the toxins of sound and vision.  Mussolini and Hitler used these devices to achieve a negative, inhumane goal.  Socialism had to respond to these “poisonous” weapons using the same weapons against Fascism - employing the same methods to “stimulate obsession”.
  Marceau Pivert is partly convinced and enrolled Professor Flamm in the service of creating the Blum cult”17.
So, the years leading up to June 1936 (just like recent years), were generally speaking very gloomy, nasty and sleazy. The working class is on the retreat, demoralisation amongst activists and in the trade unions, the fascist leagues are on the march and according to Guérin the French people are generally indifferent to the routing of the German proletariat.

Guérin asks a question that perhaps we ourselves have posed ourselves in recent years, “where on earth was the ‘radicalism of the masses”. He provides us with a scene in Paris 1931 that illustrates his own disgust and despair when ordinary working class people, some of whom have taken unpaid leave, “cheer the coffin of a ‘hero’  going past”, Marshall Joffre “in a mammoth display of collective hysteria”18.  Haven’t we seen this kind of nauseating circus in recent years with the death and adulation of Diana or the pomp and military circumstance of Ronald Reagan’s funeral?  Haven’t we asked ourselves sometimes too (perhaps more often than the Left in France where action has picked up) where is the radicalisation of the masses?  It is important to highlight the parallels of the situation leading up to June 36 and today because anyone who is active politically today is familiar with the refrain of things have changed for the worse, people are apathetic, all they care about is football and beer, as if things were infinitely better in the past.  To put things in a historical perspective, Guérin’s book on the Popular Front shows how things are never linear, things go up and down but features and parallels with the 1930s can certainly be highlighted in today’s epoch.

So how did this pitiful situation change?  How did the working class shake off “the inferiority complex that has been plaguing us for so long19”?  What external forces were in play in the uprising of 1936 that have parallels with more modern uprisings?

The Storm Breaks

In a similar way to May 1968, June 36 marks a definitive break with the past.  It is the product of contradictions that had been developing in the years that came before.  With May 1968, we see the flames of revolt ignited around the world. The system is no longer able to absorb strikes and revolts. Out goes the consensus politics of “Butskellism” in Britain, collaboration between big business and the unions is severely dented in the USA, in Spain, Portugal and Greece, where free trade unions and political parties have been outlawed, activists exiled and left-wing leaders even executed, we now see students, workers or soldiers ripping those societies apart.  The same picture can be seen in many other countries in the world: France, Italy, Ireland; even developing countries such as Mexico and Brazil.  What happened in France in June 1936 was part of a similar revolutionary process.  That process had ended in terrible defeat in Nazi Germany and would ultimately end with the outbreak of the Second World War.  If  the insurrection of June 1936 had been successful in France, the outcome of the Spanish Revolution would have been different and would subsequently have given hope, inspiration and an example to workers around the world that could have changed the course of history.

After nearly twenty years of demoralisation, neo-liberalism, privatisation and corruption, a new discontent has been building up at the bottom of society in both Latin America and the advanced capitalist world that has, until very recently been scarcely noticed.  This discontent has exploded in Latin America over the last four years and in advanced capitalist countries is beginning to manifest itself too, but for the moment it is just simmering.  In Bolivia we saw an uprising in October 2003 when President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada had to flee the country by helicopter when thousands of miners armed with gelignite, together with peasants and workers, took over La Paz.  There was another uprising eight months later when the shooting of protestors drew into a single movement all the rebellions of the previous three and a half years.  In Ecuador we saw strikes, the mass blockading of roads and similar uprisings in 2000 and 2001; in Argentina we saw the spontaneous coming together of the different groups hit by an economic crisis which is comparable in depth to that which hit the advanced industrial countries in the 1930s. The Radical Party government of president De La Rua effectively confiscated the savings of the middle and working classes; he cut the salaries and pensions of public sector workers.  As a response we see the unemployed blue and white collar workers and those from lower middle class neighbourhoods join unemployed manual workers in besieging the presidential palace.  After two days of bloody clashes with the police and around 30 dead, the president flees by helicopter.  In Venezuela we see attempted right-wing coups and mass insurgencies in defence of a government the masses see as their own.  These uprisings are not revolutions in themselves, but can prepare the ground for one.  The masses who took part in these uprisings were driven to take action by hostility to aspects of the existing system.  This is not yet the same as understanding the need to overthrow the system or having the confidence to do so.  Similarly, and subjectively as Guérin points out when referring to the uprisings of June 1936, “when the working masses spontaneously chose to stop working in pursuit of a limited number of demands they were not aware they were getting involved in a revolution”20.
In several European countries, Britain, for example, we are seeing the beginning of a breakdown in the way the ruling class has ensured its rule, with votes leaving the traditional ruling class parties to the Greens, a massive vote for UKIP (right wing populist), Respect (the anti-war coalition) getting “a significant vote” (as the BBC described it after the election in Leicester South), 800,000 votes for the Nazi BNP.  All this is symptomatic in contradictory ways of  the way people are articulating dissent.  Throughout the western and Arab worlds, the conflict in Iraq is provoking instability.  There is sleaze in France, and in Italy Berlusconi’s brother has just been sent to prison.  In Germany and parts of Belgium workers who have been used to working 35 hours a week are told that from now on they have to work 40 hours a week without any extra pay.  None of this makes a revolutionary situation or even a pre-revolutionary situation but there are signs of massive change going on, with many of the old certainties beginning to break down.  Sleaze, economic insecurity and crisis compounded by international instability due to imperialist venture in Iraq, the increase of the far right.  The terrain in my mind’s eye resembles in significant ways that of the 1930s about which Guérin writes.  We cannot say what will happen over the next few years in western Europe or North America.  But I am sure we are in for a bumpy ride and that subjective factors such as combativity in the working class and organisation will be decisive in determining the direction this bumpy ride takes.

Just like the more recent uprisings in Latin America or the flames of revolt in the 1960s and early 1970s, the strikes and occupations of June 1936 did not just come out of the blue.  Although Guérin quite correctly focuses on the spontaneous display of working class power that “had not been called by the trade union leaders.  It had not been engineered by a conspiratorial cell of Stalinists, Pivertists or Trotkyists.  It had spontaneously sprung from working class consciousness for very basic reasons – the economic crisis”21 , which is similar to the reaction to economic policies impoverishing whole swathes of the population in South America, the uprising in June 1936 was also due to a number of other factors.

Millions of workers were involved in the occupations and strikes in June 1936, which had a massive knock-on effect in Belgium (both the French and Flemish speaking parts) and in different French colonies.  But there is a gradual build up to the French uprisings, which should not be ignored.  We see a series of left-wing demonstrations culminating in a 600,000 strong commemoration of the Paris Commune; we see the previous mood of demoralisation completely transformed.  Guérin explains that it “had become so highly charged, that moving from the exercise of power to the conquest of power appeared to us to be imminent”22.

Guérin illustrates how all these factors over a period of around two years after the “mad night of 6 February” eventually produce a movement of strikes and factory occupations, like in France in 1968, which “spreads like wildfire”23 and creates a situation that was indeed revolutionary where, “the working class being reunited at last; the alliance between industrial workers, small-holding peasantry and a large section of the middle class; and the active support of the intelligentsia converged in the direction of a genuine revolution”24.
Guérin describes the attempts over the years obtaining trade union unification by the 22 Committee, which after initially provoking the wrath of the trade union bureaucracies “had the effect of shaking the trade union movement across the board from its slumbers, galvanising energy and winning back the idea of struggle among activists who were dotted about here and there”, atomised and pretty isolated”25,  the mood begins to change – workers want unity but it is not yet on the cards.  

World crisis – 15 million unemployed worldwide according to Guérin – did not have such an immediate impact on France as it did in the rest of the world, such as in Germany, Britain and the US, for example. Guérin explains that this is due to a certain extent to the fact that “France was protected by the relatively backward nature of much of its economy” and protectionism.  But the “first financial bankruptcies were beginning to occur and at the end of 1930 the precursory signs of unemployment were being recorded”26.  By 1934 total income has fallen by 30% compared to 1929, workers are losing jobs and the “urban middle classes …were hit particularly hard”27.
Combined with world crisis and the scandal and sleaze, we get a crisis of confidence in the old parties, the Radicals begin to loose support and although by 1935 we see riots and barricades in Toulon, the red flag hoisted in Brest, clashes between workers and the police in Limoges and elsewhere, the prelude to the backlash against the strict austerity ushered in by authoritarian governments, which in part paves the way for the Popular Front, it is the far right that first takes advantage of the situation. 

One of the most frightening episodes in the book is the chapter on the Mad Night of 6 February 1934 where Guérin suddenly sees “the monster” of Fascism right there in front of him.  This event, however, would provide a key ingredient in regaining the unity that had been lost in the French working class, a unity that would ultimately make the uprisings of June 1936 possible.  Swathes of far right-wing demonstrators (Colonel de la Rocque’s Croix-de-Fer and the Camelots du Roi) and other right-wing action groups riot and go on the rampage, they burn down a bus, rip up paving stones and dig up gas pipes.  They take-over a whole square near one of the government  ministries and attempt to cross the Pont de la Concorde.  One column of demonstrators brandish the tricolour, bedecked with Légion d’honneur medals, “bawling out the Marseillaise”28 .  They are flanked by younger workers singing the Internationale.  Guérin is informed that the demonstrators are war veterans from the right and left.  Suddenly the cops charge, firing breaks out and Guérin describes how, “next to me, people are falling on their backs like dying flies.  Others are crawling under the hail of bullets”29.

This riot, as Guérin explains, was one of many organised over series of months by the fascists and treated with kid gloves by the police. This particular one had the blessing of big business, the representatives of which, “were calmly plotting an ambitious operation.  Inspired by Germany, they were dreaming of a strong government capable of resolving the crisis in favour of the ruling class and able to carry out an authoritarian deflationary policy by decree at the expense of the working masses”.  The 6 February demonstration achieved all its real objectives, “it wasn’t strictly speaking fascist”30 but succeeded in over-turning the parliamentary majority of Radical-Socialists supported by the Socialist Party.  Big business subsequently finds the men on whom it can depend and a whole range of right wingers are ushered into the cabinet.

The Left in the workers movement are caught napping and completely off their guard initially.  But despite the Stalinists’ sectarianism and refusal to organise a counter demonstration, as proposed by the Socialist Federations on 8 February, a number of Socialist activists, mostly those around Marceau Pivert in the Seine region Socialist Party join with the Communist demonstrators in the street on 9 February, and another battle with the police ensues: six demonstrators are killed, hundreds are injured.  This demonstration and the general strike of 12 February see the working class come on the scene for the first time for years.  The bureaucratically engineered general strike exceeds all expectations and “becomes a formidable mass movement.  Across France five million would down tools”31. Communist and Socialist demonstrators call out for unity in the gigantic rallies and marches, and as Guérin puts it, “We are, at last, acting together…We’d gone and done it…We have just shown that we’re capable of bringing the country to a standstill…we have discovered our strength.”32
Just as the strikes and occupations in France in 1936 proved that the French working class was ready for revolutionary struggle, I think that the uprisings that we have seen in South America over recent years prove that the masses there are ready for revolutionary struggle too.  Daniel Guérin, however, explains that the French ruling class preferred to call on Blum, Jouhaux and Thorez to bail them out, using the Blum government to oppose the strike wave instead of calling in the troops to smash it and, “In this way the revolution that had just begun was curtailed, halted and finally confiscated”. Guérin also explains “As happens at all critical moments of history, self-appointed mediators appeared out of nowhere. The mysterious Dobsen who intervened in such a strange way between Robespierre and the Comité d’Evêché in May 1793
 took the name of Paul Grunebaum-Ballin in June 1936.  ….  In the night of 7-8 June, the Matignon Agreement (prototype of the Grenelle Agreement of 1968) was hastily cobbled together and signed.”

The employers were so happy at getting off so lightly that they signed without quibbling over the details.  Blum hastily got Parliament to ratify the collective agreements and the elected workers’ representatives and he himself added two more gifts to the tidings of comfort and joy - the forty hour week and paid holidays”33.
As new revolutionary opportunities on a scale with those of the lost revolution of 1936 evolve in the shape of the uprisings in South America, we could see potentially revolutionary situations opening up, but there could also be a Blum-like “pause”34 imposed, an interlude where instead of a Stalinist counter-revolutionary party being able to strangle revolutionary potential, new varieties of reformists and new versions of reformism, “disguised as a friend” could possibly overshadow the revolutionary forces. The bourgeoisie will seek out their modern-day equivalents of “saviours” like Léon Blum to muzzle workers moving towards revolution and could then set about wreaking their revenge on the mass movement in ways that could mirror the backlash against the mass movement in 1938 in France or it could be much worse!  

Conclusion

Although in many ways the world is now a very different place to what it was in the 1930s, we have a much more globalised economy for example, I do think that today, just as in the period Guérin was writing about, “there are two formidable facts hanging over our destiny, “world crisis, and the threat of war and fascism”35.  The question of fascism needs to be qualified somewhat for our era.  We see the rise of neo-fascist groups electorally throughout Europe, in France the Front National is far from being the spent force we would like it to be, in Antwerp in Belgium the far-right Vlams Blok got over 35% of the vote, even in Britain the British National Party is winning council seats.  These parties have street thugs but they do not yet have storm troopers taking over the streets and it is not as if we have the “monster” of fascism or Mussolini’s black shirts in a position of taking power.  But just as in the 1930s, the old political certainties are disappearing and politics abhors a vacuum. This vacuum, just in the 1930s, will have to be filled by something.  World crisis today may appear less acute than it was in the 1930s, but mass unemployment, job insecurity, dismantling of public services, increasing the working week without extra pay are all facts that speak for themselves. There are no storm clouds of world war hanging above us which are on the point of bursting, as there were when Guérin was writing on the Popular Front, but there is no doubt that war in Iraq has massively de-stabilised the Middle-East, created rifts between different ruling classes in the world and, on the back of the international anti-capitalist movement, has produced a spectacular and un-precedented global anti-war movement.  This movement will certainly grow, perhaps not in a linear way, more in explosive outbursts as the economic and social impact of the war in Iraq makes itself felt.  War in Iraq and protest against that war have already led to the downfall of the previous right-wing Spanish government.  We could also add environmental disaster to Guérin’s “two formidable facts hanging over our destiny”, which now also threatens the entire world.
Much of the world, in a very combined and uneven process, is currently experiencing some aspects of crisis akin to those rupturing society in the 1930s.  Obviously, we do not have the benefit of hindsight to see how things will pan out and the crisis today is far more protracted than in the 1930s, much more in slow motion, but similar processes are at work.  In many ways the stakes are even higher, nuclear and environmental disaster are possibilities that did not exist to the same extent when Guérin was writing but the fears he articulates are those with which we can certainly identify, “From the end of 1930 onwards, looking beyond the immediate situation, a number of us could see that the question being posed was no less than whether the planet was going to survive or not.  The atomic bomb had not yet spewed out its apocalyptic mushroom over Hiroshima.  But Professor Edward Branly, the inventor of the wireless, was already warning that scientific progress meant that the next war would be a ‘frighteningly more terrible’ killing field than the previous world war and ‘could easily wipe some of the human race off the face of the earth’.  Was there still time to save homo sapiens?  For the apprentice journalist at Le Cri du Peuple, revolution did not only mean the construction of a new classless society but also the solution to a more immediate dilemma: life or death.  The beginning of this decade had burdened us with an anxiety that was more metaphysical than political - we discovered exactly how mortal we were”36.
In France in June 1936, according to Guérin, “the essential ingredient was missing at the decisive moment - coordination between the different groups in struggle and leadership of all aspects of the battle”37.  This ingredient was missing when the new phase of revolt began in South America four years ago too. 

Guérin illustrates how, despite the courage and initiative of the occupying workers, they had “no clearly defined revolutionary objectives” and that as time went on they “risked digging themselves into a hole”.   As some workers won their demands or were sold out, momentum begins to flag, action becomes more fragmented and those who have managed to hold out are unable, ultimately, to resist pressure on them to halt their action.  And this is the fundamental problem facing those involved in the uprisings of today, just as it was in 1936 and 1968.  In 1936 “the colossus of the workers’ movement”38 was eventually silenced because the most advanced workers did not know how to take things forward.  The Communist Party wanted an alliance between France and the Soviet Union and the action of the masses threatened this project, the mass movement had gone “too far”, it was imperative for them to signal the retreat. Guérin is certainly interested in how a workers’ vanguard could have outflanked the Stalinists and explains that “it was therefore up to us to help the workers move from lack of revolutionary consciousness, or semi-consciousness to full revolutionary consciousness”39. Gauche révolutionnaire, the left grouping Guérin participated in the Socialist Party had actively displayed solidarity with the strikers but as Guérin explains, it was “incapable of fulfilling the role of revolutionary agents within the working masses”40 or providing an alternative to the Communists; the Trotskyists were too small, too isolated and too sectarian, neither of these groups nor the anarcho-syndicalists were strong enough to compete with the Stalinists when the latter argued for a return to work. They did not have the hard-earned authority to push for the struggle to continue.  In 1942, Léon Blum explained to his Vichy prosecutors at his trial in Riom that the bourgeoisie had seen him as their “saviour” in June 1936, the man who could “get workers to listen to reason and convince them to neither use nor abuse their power.41” 
In an obvious parallel to June 1936, the revolutionary left in South America was weak, divided and often demoralised too, mainly as a result of the defeats of the mass movements of the 1970s and 1980s, and it has so far been unable to win people away from reformist or half-reformist ideas.  The speed with which events work themselves out in South America will vary from country to country.  But one thing is clear, whatever the pattern these events assume in South America and in the advanced capitalist countries (when the tempo changes here) those on the revolutionary left will have their work cut out for them. 

Guérin concludes, “In June 1936 we missed the boat of history.  As Marceau Pivert put it later on. ‘The proletarian revolution was within our grasp but we were unable to seize it’”42.   In June 1936 the battle cry, which very succinctly summed up the force, energy and imagination of the workers’ offensive, as well as the stakes at play, was “everything is possible”43.  This battle cry is partly mirrored by the slogan of today’s anti-capitalist campaigners, “another world is possible”.  Anti-capitalist demonstrations have occurred across the planet, shaking the confidence of the financial movers and shakers of the IMF and World Bank, but these institutions have certainly not let go of the purse strings or the strings of power they share with their friends.  Uprisings in South America have seen a number of governments literally driven from office but similarly to June 1936, where Daniel Guérin shows how the French ruling class was thrown off guard for a moment by the unexpected shockwave of strikes and occupations but quickly regained consciousness and the revolutionary potential of the movement was lost, the ruling classes in the South American countries I have mentioned could regain their consciousness too and begin a vicious counter-offensive.  Another world is still possible, there will be more uprisings and “new boats of history” will continue to be launched.  But the next time we see one of these boats come into port, let us hope that the modern-day equivalent of Léon Blum or Maurice Thorez won’t be able to jump aboard and sink it and instead there will be an organisation, “not some authoritarian leadership emanating from some small group or sect”44 but an organisation that has proved itself through its action and which “can convince workers to consolidate their victories; not to fall into the trap of social peace; not to lay down their arms; and not to forget that”45 the class enemy is just lying low but has not been defeated.

Robert HALL, September 2004
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