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France was once thought of as the revolutionary nation par excellence. The cycle of
revolution started in 1789 and bulled its way through the nineteenth century, culminat-
ing in the Paris Commune, with aftershocks well thereafter. The Popular Front era and
the worker/student uprisings of 1968 are cases in point. This history, 1968 apart, no longer
captures the imagination of French historians in the United States as it once did. The in-
terest of researchers here has turned elsewhere, to the study of empire first and foremost.
Tyler Stovall, however, is not about to abandon the good fight. The “dream of revolution,”
he argues, was very much alive in 1919, and it is that revolutionary moment in all its glory
and spectacle that he sets out to capture in his engaging new book.

Stovall has three major arguments to make. The first touches on working-class iden-
tity. France in the Belle Epoque embarked on a three-decade-long burst of economic ex-
pansion. Industrial growth was concentrated in Paris and in the city’s near suburbs above
all, reshaping the world of labor in the process. The quintessential Parisian working-
man, once a craftsman, was now recast as the semiskilled factory worker, and he lived
not so much in the faubourgs as beyond the city limits, in the banlieues. The Great War
inflected this transformation in critical ways. The demands of war production caused the
metalworking sector to balloon; to fill all the new slots, employers hired on willing hands
wherever they could find them—young men untutored in trade union ways, immigrants,
colonials, and women. In the aftermath of wartime fighting, colonials and many women
were driven out of the labor market once again, but it was not possible to undo all that
the war had done. Yes, labor was as masculinist as ever and perhaps evenmore so.Who bet-
ter symbolized what the new-style workingman stood for than the bare-chested métallo?
All the same, the new working class was more numerous and more youthful, it was not
as submissive to trade union authority as in days gone by, and it included immigrants and
women whose interests, willy-nilly, would-be organizers in the future would have to ad-
dress. It was from this material in the interwar decades that Paris’s so-called Red Belt
was fashioned, that ring of suburban municipalities that came over time to constitute the
bedrock of France’s Communist Party, itself born of the postwar crisis.

This new working class was in a turbulent frame of mind as France made its transi-
tion from war to peace in 1919. This is Stovall’s second line of argument, and the evi-
dence for it is compelling. In December 1918, the Confédération Générale du Travail
ðCGT ½General confederation of labor�Þ organized a huge demonstration towelcome Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson, who had come to town for the Versailles peace conference. By
the following May Day, the mood had become more militant, and the authorities, fearing
disorder, banned outdoor celebrations. Defiant suburban workers descended on the city
anyway, fifty thousand strong, and riots followed that required the assistance of the mil-
itary to quell, leaving two fatalities. The very next month, metalworkers went on strike,
soon followed by workers in the transport sector. Among the demands pressed was an
immediate end to Alliedmilitary intervention in Russia. The Socialist-ledmunicipal coun-
cil of Saint-Denis lent moral and material aid, and there was talk of setting up a revo-
lutionary soviet. At the very same moment, angry renters and shoppers added their
voices to the din of protest. The former organized a renters’ union to block evictions
and to pressure neighborhood-based rent-arbitration committees, set up during the war,
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to keep rental costs down. The latter organized vigilance committees to keep a watch-
ful eye on price-gouging shopkeepers, the battle over prices spilling into outright riot in
August, when Les Halles became the site of violent confrontations. Demonstrations,
strikes, riots: such was the stuff of daily life in 1919 Paris.

Why this was so constitutes Stovall’s third line of inquiry. The Bolshevik example,
of course, played a key role in stoking working-class militancy in Paris as elsewhere in
Europe. As noted, moreover, the postwar working class, swollen by wartime recruits, was
less obedient to institutional discipline than its prewar counterpart had been. The metal-
workers’ June mobilization, indeed, was preceded in May by a round of wildcat strikes,
and the mobilization itself was launched not by the CGT leadership but by militants lower
down the trade union hierarchy. Not least of all, the reshuffling of the labor market con-
sequent on the return of demobilized soldiers and the expulsion of colonials and many
women from the workforce was deeply destabilizing.

But Stovall wants to add yet one further layer of explanation, insisting that consumer
issues added a crucial accelerant to the fires of postwar labor militancy. There had been
trouble on this front during the war, the government imposing price controls and food
rationing to protect shoppers against profiteers. Renters too had gotten a break. A series
of moratoriums on evictions and rent payments was enacted, culminating in the law of
March 1918, which created the network of housing-arbitration committees referred to
above. The return to peace, however, did not ease up the tensions over these issues—
indeed, quite the contrary. Landlords now felt less constrained by appeals to patriotism
and more free to evict deadbeat tenants—Stovall, in fact, labels 1919 “the year of evic-
tions,” but they were met with fierce resistance from a mobilized public. The regime,
still wedded to free-market principles, lifted price controls on foodstuffs, fueling infla-
tion and angry complaints about la vie chère. Unhappy consumers took to policing shop-
keepers, and striking workers made a cost-of-living raise a high priority. Stovall’s case
that consumer ire fed the unrest of 1919 is a powerful one, and this is one of his book’s
signal contributions.

Stovall’s enthusiasm for the revolutionary possibilities of 1919 is infectious, but there
is reason not to be too swept away. The May Day demonstration of that year mobilized
fifty thousand, but the crowd that turned out for Bastille Day ran into the millions. The
metalworkers’ strike was militant indeed, but, as Stovall himself notes, the public did not
back it. And when it came time to vote in November 1918, the French electorate returned
a crushing Bloc national majority. The revolutionary militancy of 1919 was a Parisian and
not a national phenomenon, and even in Paris it was a minority affair. As for the rent strikes
and food riots, they were real enough, but it may be questioned how connected they were
to the labor movement. The CGTwas not that interested in the battle over food prices, and
there seems to be little or no evidence that rent militants and food rioters were much en-
gaged in the June strike wave. These appear to have been separate, uncoordinated strands
of popular activism, which together created a climate of public unrest but not necessarily
a climate of revolutionary possibility. Last of all, there is no denying the militant esprit
de corps of the new working class forged in the events of 1919: they might demobilize in
the 1920s, but they were back in action at the time of the Popular Front and again during
the war as a backbone of the Resistance.

Stovall does not make much of this genealogy. He prefers to link 1919 to the great strike
wave of 1968 and even to the suburban riots of 2005, suggesting that the revolutionary
agenda of 1919 remains very much a living legacy in our own time. It is possible, however,
to imagine a different lineage and finale. Paris’s suburban working class, battered by the
Depression and the Occupation, came to find a political home for itself in the ranks of the
French Communist Party, among the most Stalinized in Western Europe. And when de-
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industrialization in the 1970s began to eat away at the white suburban working class, it
fought back in not always edifying ways. Think of the Red Belt municipality of Vitry
in 1980, when the local Communist mayor sanctioned the bulldozing by party militants of
a hostel housing several hundred immigrants from Mali.

It is not necessary, however, to share Stovall’s enthusiasms to appreciate the qual-
ity of his achievement. This book is full of argument and richly evocative of a city re-
made by war and roiled by a hurricane of public protest, the likes of which it had not
seen since the days of the Paris Commune.

Philip Nord
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In 1959, the jury of the agrégation—a competitive examination taken by those who want
to teach philosophy at the secondary or higher level of public education in France—in-
dicated how candidates were to engage with the section of the exam that required the
explications de textes: “Too many candidates . . . believe that to explicate is to para-
phrase. . . . To explicate a text, does not mean to say it otherwise ðand generally poorlyÞ.
It is to analyze it, and to show the development of its thought, its structure, its general
intention” ð231Þ. This is good advice for intellectual historians as well as for writers
of reviews. This is especially true when coupled to how Jacques Derrida, the subject of
Edward Baring’s erudite book, later prepared his own students as the agrégé-répétiteur,
that is, the philosophy professor at the École Normale Supérieure ðENSÞ responsible for
making sure his normaliens succeeded on the exam. As Baring puts it, Derrida trained
them “to reconstruct the arguments of a text carefully in order to be able to perform a
critical reading that called into question the starting premises” ð239Þ.

The Young Derrida and French Philosophy is divided into two parts: “Derrida Post-
Existentialist” and “Between Phenomenology and Structuralism.” These two titles en-
capsulate Baring’s two overarching arguments. The five chapters of part 1 situate the
development of Derrida’s turn to phenomenology in the context of the key philosophi-
cal debates in France from the immediate postwar period to the early 1960s, primarily
those involving “humanism” and French interpretations of phenomenology. The three
chapters of part 2 cover the three books Derrida published in 1967—Writing and
Difference, Speech and Phenomena, and Of Grammatology—that marked his arrival
as a central figure of poststructuralism. The “young Derrida,” Baring shows, became
“Jacques Derrida” by welding insights from his interpretation of phenomenology to his
rethinking of structuralism.

In his account of the “young Derrida,” Baring adopts what he insists was Derrida’s
cynicism about a biographical approach. Whether or not Derrida was as clearly hostile is
a point to consider. But Baring’s finely grained intellectual history is quite different from
Benoît Peeters’s mammoth biography of Derrida recently published in English ðDerrida:
A Biography, trans. Andrew Brown ½Cambridge, 2013�Þ. While Peeters tracks Derrida’s
everyday life against the background of the major political and cultural questions of
his day, Baring focuses narrowly, almost relentlessly, on philosophical debates. Given
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