
Students' loyalties torn in struggle for French reform 
More than 500 students 

crowded into the smoky French 
classroom. The steeply inclined 
benches were filled, forcing 
some students to stand in the 
doorways. The atmosphere was 

tense, and everyone waited 
with anticipation for the chaos 
to calm. 

Finally, five students, all 
with serious faces and burning 
cigarettes, mounted the stage 
and sat down. The speaker an- 

nounced that it had been decid- 
ed that the students were now 

"on strike" against the govern- 
ment's reforms and called for all 
students to meet on the 
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highway that afternoon. 
Another announcement was 

made: thousands of French 
students were to take over the 
tollbooth to collect money for a 

demonstration in Paris later that 
week. Following the an- 

nouncements, most of the 
students stormed out of the 
room after their leaders, leaving 
papei cups and cigarette butts 
strewn everywhere. 

I sat alone in the first row. 

totally confused and absolutely 
amazed. 

Reporter's Notebook 

Alain Devaquet, the French 
minister of higher education, 
had proposed a series of reforms 
designed to enhance the quality 
of the French university system. 
The reforms suggested increas- 
ed tuition, elevated entrance re- 

quirements and the introduc- 
tion of regional diplomas to 

replace the current method of 
issuance by the national 
government. 

Students objected to the 
government's proposals, believ- 
ing it would increase 

unemployment and transform 
universities into elitist 
institutions. 

In late November, students 
throughout the country took on 

the task of trying to reverse the 
government's position. It began 
as a peaceful movement. and its 
tactics included class boycotts 

and nationwide demonstra- 
tions. Commitment and unity 
were the students' weapons 
The movement ended 15 days 
later with the withdrawal of the 
proposal in early December. 

A student victo.7, it would 
seem, but the price was hiRh. 
One student died, hundreds 
were wounded and a persistent 
and pervasive feeling of 
dissatisfaction still loomed bet- 
ween students and the 
government 

As a foreign student studying 
at the French university during 
this period, I experienced the 
movement as an outsider. I 
didn’t know the man who was 

killed in the Parisian chaos Dec. 

4, nor did I know anyone 
wounded in the many 
demonstrations. I was, 

however, involved. 
Every day I confronted bar- 

ricades of heavy furniture and 
angry students blocking the 
doors to classrooms. Trying to 
enter buildings, 1 was inter- 

rogated. The secret phrase. "I 
am a foreigner" with the 
unavoidable American accent 
seemed to work. I was allowed 
to enter the classroom. 

I felt like a traitor because I 
continued to attend classes 
while the students were on 

strike, but 1 too was against the 
reform. As most of my classes 
continued to take place during 
the strike, 1 felt my education 
would be jeopardized if 1 didn't 
attend It came down to my 
obligation to the University of 
Oregon and its exchange pro- 
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grams or my commitment to my 
French friends and their fight 
for freedom. 

I ended up trying to make the 
best out of the dilemma by be- 
ing as active as I could against 
the reforms, while keeping up 
with my studies. 

I walked through the narrow 

streets of Poitiers with 7,000 
other students chanting ‘‘No 

negotiations!" and "Liberty: 
Yes. Yes. Yes! Devaquet: No. 
No. No!" 1 watched the nightly 
news with my French friends 
and saw them become more 

angry and frustrated listening to 

the ministers' repeated refusals 
to listen to the students of their 
country. 

I also bought a paper at my 
neighborhood "tabac" on Dec. 
5 with pictures of the violence 
in Paris the night before. One 

photo showed a student who 
had lost an eye when a grenade 
exploded in his face. Another 
student had lost a hand. The 
paper also contained the news 

of a 22-year-old man who had 
been beaten to death by police 
in a riot. 

That historic night on Dec. 4 

brought a million people into 
the streets of France, according 
to organizers, and 200,000 by 
police accounts. Trains and 
buses had brought them from all 
over the country to the capital 
for this day of what was intend- 
ed to be peaceful protest. 

In the afternoon, a delegation 
of 16 students met with the 
ministers in Paris to demand the 
withdrawal of reforms. The 
government answered a resoun- 

ding 'No!' and it was then that 
the scene turned ugly. 

The next morning's Libera- 
tion headline ran: "Chirac says 
no to 600,000 students." 

If the leaders don't listen to 

the youth of their country, 
students believed. France could 
no longer be considered a 

democracy. 
Contemplating democracy 

made me think of our own 

country: America, the paragon 
of democracy. Since 1980, the 
American educational system 
has faced severe cuts in funding 
while the federal financial aid 
budget has been hacked. Cer- 

tainly many American students 
were opposed to these changes. 
But we did not unite in a nation- 
wide protest. 

The French student uprising 
in the fall of 1986 represents a 

powerful force that eventually 
brought about a political 
change. Solidarity prevailed. 

For two consecutive weeks, 
the students controlled the 
universities and ruled the 
streets. In the end, their 
strength resulted in the reversal 
of a national law. For whatever 
reason — geographic size, 
layers of bureaucracy, a feeling 
of futility among students — the 
United States has never seen a 

similar situation. 
Nevertheless, many French 

students fear this victory is tem- 
porary. Prime Minister Jacques 
Chirac, upon withdrawal of the 
reform, spoke of the “current" 
proposal being dropped “for 
the time being The fact that 
he chose these words makes 
many question whether or not 
the battle is won. 

By Catherine Merten 

Editor'a note: Catherine 
Merten is a University student 
attending the University of 
Poitiers in Prance. She will con- 

tribute articles periodically on 

the culture, lifestyle and 
politics of the French. 


