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Franco-Prussian War

In September 1870, the French army was totally defeated by the 
Prussians. Napoleon III and tens of thousands of his troops were 
captured. The government surrendered. The Prussians moved on to 
Paris, but people there refused to submit.

Otto von Bismarck



On March 18, 1871, with the roll of drums, the 
National Guard declared the Paris Commune



National Guard





Soldiers



The old government withdrew with its troops to 
Versailles. The Communards allowed the departure, 
and the city's rich left Paris. 
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Defending the City



The people 
of Paris 
united 

against the 
enemy 
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Joy and Eros
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On March 26, 287,000 
men voted in fresh 
elections (women were not 
permitted to vote). Ninety 
members of the Commune 
were elected—but they 
included fifteen 
government supporters 
and nine citizens against 
the government but also 
against the March 18 
“insurrection.”



Crowd after elections



When the election results were announced, 
the crowd cheered and then went home (or 
out to celebrate).



Elected Delegates





> separation of church and 
state
> no more night work in 
bakeries
> no back rent for the poor
> the arrest of priests
> the re-opening of 
abandoned factories
> the abolition of fines 
against workers

Crowds gathered to read the 
proclamations of the new government:





Return of Workers’ Property





Uprisings Spread
The established governments isolated both cities. 

• Cut off from the provinces, the Paris Commune
nevertheless found many supporters, and similar
communal experiments erupted in many cites, from
Marseilles to Tours. In Paris, Communards flew
balloons filled with letters to the provinces to try to
spread the revolt, and circulars for farmers were
dropped successfully.

• In Gwangju, the revolt spread to at least 16 neighboring
sections of South Cholla province. Many people were
killed attempting to break out of the military cordon
around Gwangju to spread the revolt, and dozens more
died trying to get into Gwangju to help in its defense.



Parisian Feminism
Strong feminist sentiment 
emerged in Paris, particularly 
within the ranks of the 
International Workingmen’s 
Association (IWA). Elisabeth 
Dmitrieff, a young member of 
the Russian section of the IWA, 
helped found the Women's 
Union for the Defense of Paris 
and Care of the Injured. In this 
sense, women played traditional 
female roles as in Gwangju, 
where high school girls took 
care of the many corpses and 
helped care for the wounded. 



The IWA demanded gender 
equality and the abolition of 
prostitution. The Women's 
Union took part in many of 
the Commune’s action-
committees and also 
organized work cooperatives, 
like the restaurant La 
Marmite, which served free 
food for indigents. Although 
some women carried arms 
during the Gwangju Uprising, 
a separate female battalion of 
the Parisian National Guard 
fought to defend Place 
Blanche when the Prussians 
and friends attacked. 



Louise Michel

“The Red Virgin”



Place Vendôme
A group of Communards 
lead by artist Gustave 
Courbet, tore down the 
Vendôme column. 



This statue of Napoleon had been on 
top of the Column Vendôme





Traitors and Spies
• In Gwangju, government agents took the 

detonators from the basement of Province Hall, 
thereby rendering useless the dynamite brought 
there by Hwasun coal miners. In Gwangju, the 
“poison needle incident” is but the most famous 
incident in a series of internal problems. 

• Paris was “full” of internal enemies, and there 
were riots at Vendome Place and the Bourse, 
instigated by “loyal” citizens in constant contact 
with Versailles. 



The Bloody Week
From May 22 to May 28, French and Prussian 
troops poured through undefended gates. The 
Communards fought valiantly at barricades. 



Intense fighting

House-to-house 
fighting continued 
all night. The 
Communards, worn 
and exhausted, fell 
back before the 
better armed 
professional 
soldiers. 



Barricade





Gwangju May 21, 1980
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Government Bloodshed
• In both 1871 and 1980, after the halcyon days of

liberation were bloodily brought to an end, brutal
repression was the order of the day.

• Estimates of the number of people executed in the
aftermath of Commune exceed 30,000, a number
that does not include thousands more who were
summarily deported to distant Pacific holdings of
the French Empire.

• In Korea, hundreds of people simply disappeared.
Although the official count of the dead hovers
around 200, most people believe that as many as
2000 died in the uprising.
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Wall at Pere Lachaise Cemetery
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Similarities Between The Two Uprisings

There are remarkable ways in which the two events converge. 
Within these liberated territories, a number of similar dynamics 
occurred: 

1. Spontaneous emergence of popular organs of democratic 
decision-making

2. Emergence of armed resistance from below
3. Attenuation of criminal behavior in the cities
4. Existence of genuine solidarity and cooperation among 

the citizenry
5. Suspension of hierarchies of class, power and status
6. Appearance of internal divisions among the participants



Role of Artists
As in Paris, where Courbet participated in an artists’ group 
that supported the Commune, artists in Gwangju also played 
vital roles. Clown theater group took a central role in 
organizing the rallies; Hong Sung-dam and visual artists 
made posters for the movement and helped with the daily 
newspaper.

“The Union World” by 
Hong Sung-dam



Differences Between the Two Uprisings

• The Paris Commune lasted from the 
insurrection of March 18 to the final 
suppression on May 27—some 70 days. 

• The Gwangju People’s Uprising held 
liberated Gwangju for only 6 days—May 
21-27. 



Differences
• A more significant difference is that in Gwangju, no 

preexisting armed force like the Parisian National Guard 
led the assault on power. Rather a spontaneous process of 
resistance to the brutality of the paratroopers threw 
forward men and women who rose to the occasion. Many 
had little or no previous political experience. Some had 
little or no formal education. All emerged in the concrete 
context of unfolding historical events. 

• Liberated Gwangju was organized without the 
contrivance of governments or planning by political 
parties. 



Freedom’s Promising Future

In the latter part of the 20th century, (which in 
South Korea includes military training for every 
man) the Gwangju Uprising is one indication of 
the capacity in millions of people to govern 
themselves far more wisely than military 
dictatorships or tiny elites all too often ensconced 
in powerful positions. 



Gwangju’s Direct Democracy
• People’s capacity for direct self-government (as well as 

the deadly absurdity of elite rule) is evident in the daily 
rallies of tens of thousands of people in Gwangju. These 
provided a forum for direct democracy where 
differences of opinion could be aired and free-ranging 
perspectives expressed. People from all walks of life 
were able to address the entire city—including leaders 
of criminal gangs who promised solidarity. 

• Shoeshine boys, prostitutes, and people normally 
considered to be at the “bottom” of society participated 
as equals in the liberated city. 

• While in Paris, elected leaders made decisions for 
people and issued proclamations, in Gwangju people 
made decisions directly. 



Gwangju’s Direct Democracy

The seven daily rallies became the setting for a new kind of direct democracy where 
everyone had a say. Nearly everyone was present at some point, especially the 
Citizens’ Army, who “took the results of the rallies and planned and implemented 
the people’s decisions.” Tens of thousands of people daily participated in this unique 
form of direct democracy.





Gwangju’s “Absolute Community”

• Indicative of the lack of discipline and unity 
in Paris was a poster of the Central 
Committee of the National Guard: “Death 
for Looting, Death for Stealing” 

• In liberated Gwangju, by contrast, incidents 
of looting or stealing were practically 
nonexistent.



Parisian Internationalism

• Polish, German, Swiss and even Russian 
expatriates participated as equals in the Paris 
Commune.

• Korean xenophilia today indicates foreigners 
may have been welcome inside the 
movement if they had desired to participate. 
Journalists and even missionaries were 
applauded and aided in public and private.



Parisian Feminism
• One final difference between the two uprisings can be 

found in the emergence of strong feminist sentiment in 
Paris. 

• The Women's Union for the Defense of Paris and Care of 
the Injured meant women played traditional female roles 
as in Gwangju, where high school girls took care of the 
many corpses and helped care for the wounded. Yet in 
Paris, some people demanded gender equality and the 
abolition of prostitution. 

• Although some women carried arms during the Gwangju 
Uprising, a separate female battalion of the Parisian 
National Guard fought to defend Place Blanche.



The Paris Commune’s Role in the 
Gwangju Uprising

• In the course of dozens of interviews with former fighters in
Gwangju, I found many people for whom the historical
memory of the Paris Commune provided inspiration.

• During 29 interviews in 2001, many participants in the uprising
told me they had been part of study groups on the Paris
Commune before the Gwangju Uprising.

• One person remembered that Yoon Sang-won had attended a
1976 speech given by poet Kim Nam-ju at Nokdu bookstore in
which Kim Nam–ju discussed the Paris Commune.

• During the uprising, Yoon Sang-won spoke publicly at least
once about the Paris Commune in his discussions with other
leading activists.



Uprisings’ Legacy
The legacy of uprisings, whether in Paris or Gwangju, 

consciously or not, is to educate and empower humans in 
their future struggles for freedom. 

Even when an uprising is brutally suppressed—as in 
both cases here—its public experience creates new desires 
and new needs, new fears and new hopes in the hearts and 
minds of participants and all those standing in the path of 
the ripples sent out by the uprisings. 

As the global revolt of 1968 prepared the ground for the 
epochal events of 1989 in Russia and Eastern Europe and 
subsequent Asian uprisings, so the Paris Commune paved 
the way to the Gwangju Uprising.



Ferdinand Victor Eugène Delacroix, "La Liberté guidant le 
peuple" (1830).
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