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If any credit can be given to the theory of the pendu-

lum applied to politics, which would imply that human 

societies continually oscillate between conservatism 

and liberalism,1 it would have to be accepted that the twen

tieth century witnessed swings of this type. Thus, the 

crazy, “roaring” 1920s, called the “Jazz Age,” characterized, 

at least according to the topic addressed, by their hedo-

nism and abandon, produced by economic bonanza, would 

be followed by the dark 1930s, devastated by the Great 

Depression and the rise of totalitarianisms.

According to this logic, the 1960s would have been 

a predictable reaction to the preceding decade. The 

1950s were a time of marked economic growth, but also 

a period of political and social conservatism. The Cold War 

and its paranoia imposed ferocious anti-communism, 
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while conformism, the Protestant ethic, and priggish-

ness created an asphyxiating climate of repression, ta-

boos, and censorship in customs, at least in the United 

States.

To the contrary, the 1960s were distinguished by the 

frontal rejection of the materialism of consumer society, 

interest in the environment, and non-violent anarchism. 

These positions coincided in a youth revolt and a counter

culture, whose most notable legacies were the miniskirt; 

the universalization of the use of pants by both sexes; 

hippies; the end of reverence among generations; the de

cline in patriarchal authority and the establishment —a 

term so dear to the hearts of that generation’s counter-

culture—; the use of foul language and plebian clothing 

(blue jeans, until then associated with the working class); 

the universalization of rock as the pop music of the young; 

free love and sexual liberation fostered by the general-

ized use of contraceptives; and experimentation with 
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recreational use of drugs for achieving a new state of 

consciousness.

Paradoxically, this was the wealthiest generation ever, 

the beneficiaries of the post-war capitalist boom. The French 

called this phase “Les trente glorieuses” (The Thirty Glo-

rious [years]);2 the British called it “The Golden Years,” 

when, according to Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, 

“You never had it so good.”3 It was this generation that 

would head the revolt against that boom and its corre-

sponding materialism.

If the 1960s was an earth-shaking decade, in more than 

one sense, 1968 marked its zenith. It was a year that, de-

spite its radical inventiveness, with the perspective gained 

by the half century since then, seems remote and alien.

To start, we should mention many countries that no 

longer exist: Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, North Viet

nam. This confers on that era an almost legendary air. It 

also seems no small thing that our time, characterized by 

unashamed racism and unbridled conservatism, is the 

perfect reverse image of all of that, or that many of the most 

prominent figures that today populate the so called “alt 

right” come, precisely, from that generation and are ex-

actly what they fought against a half century ago.

1968 opened with the January election of Slovak Al-

exander Dub ek as leader of the Czech Communist Par-

ty. He would head the attempted socialist democratization 

in a country where Stalinism had achieved its most vio-

lent extremes. On the other side of the world, Vietcong 

guerrillas and the People’s Army of North Vietnam were 

beginning the Tet Offensive, which would put the U.S. 

forces stationed in South Vietnam in check.

The prodigious iconography of that very photogenic 

year offered one of its first fruits with the harsh image 

of a Vietcong being executed by a South Vietnamese po-

lice chief, a crude testimony of a ferocious war. Even be-

fore the era of Internet, this moment, frozen in time by 

U.S. photographer Eddie Adams, would go “viral,” earning 

him the Pulitzer Prize for that year.4 

That same month, Highway Patrol officers perpetrat-

ed the Orangeburg massacre on the South Carolina State 

College campus when they fired on a civil rights demon-

stration against segregation, mainly made up of Afri-

can-Americans, killing 3 and injuring 27. This shows the 

terrible reality that community was facing.

In March, security forces violently suppressed a series 

of student protests in Poland. The repression of dissi-

dence and a virulent anti-Zionist campaign —soon to be 

unmasked as open anti-Semitism on the part of the Min-

istry of the Interior, with the support of top leader Wla-

dyslaw Gomulka— would end in the massive emigration 

of most of the few Polish Jews remaining in the country 

after the Holocaust.5

Of all the youth revolts that shook the world in 1968, 

the one that stands out most is that of Paris in May. This is 

perhaps because it was the one that seemed to come clos-

est to its aim, none other than bringing down General 

Charles de Gaulle in what was certainly a challenge to 

established power.

What began as students being ticked off about a ban 

on access to the girls’ dorms on university campuses would 

end up as one of the greatest upheavals in French society 

since the Commune of 1871. The movement’s slogans, a 

veritable explosion of idealism and imagination, reflect-

ed its festive, playful character: “Under the paving stones, 

the beach!”; “Be realistic: ask the impossible”; “Forbidden 

to forbid”; “Freedom, Equality, Sexuality.”6

On March 18, an extreme left, clandestine student 

commando crossed the Seine to the Right Bank in Paris 

with small explosive charges to blow up the offices of the 

Chase Manhattan Bank, the Bank of America, and Trans 

World Airlines to protest the war in Vietnam. The next 

night was American Express’s turn. The occupation of the 

University of Nanterre followed.

By May 6, the students had taken the initiative. Con-

ventional French politicians, even those on the left, had 

no idea what was happening. The protests increased as 

the demonstrators raised barricades in the streets of the 

Latin Quarter.

On May 13, one million demonstrators paraded through 

the streets of Paris shouting, “We are a tiny group!” wav-

ing red and black flags. The movement seemed to have 

won by gaining the support of the intellectuals for their 

cause (Jean-Paul Sartre, Alain Touraine, Jean-Luc Goddard, 

Simone de Beauvoir, among others), and, more important

ly, the backing of unions that joined in, declaring a nation-

al strike involving nine million workers. 

The movement’s slogans,  
a veritable explosion of idealism  

and imagination, reflected its festive,  
playful character.
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The students took over the Sorbonne and turned it 

into a self-organized commune, while workers’ control be-

gan to be implemented in factories, transportation, and 

communications. There was a true vacuum of power, ag-

gravated by President De Gaulle’s absence when he trav-

eled to Germany and threatened to bring home French 

troops stationed there to put down the revolt.

Nevertheless, by the end of the month, the uprising 

evaporated as swiftly and dizzily as it had begun: the 

Georges Pompidou government conceded an emergency 

wage hike, putting an end to the general strike; De Gaulle 

managed to bring together half a million demonstrators, 

ranging from old Petain supporters to the Gaullist left, 

all united against the “communist threat,” in a counter-

march along the Champs Elysées.7

On the other side of the world in the People’s Republic 

of China, another student revolt was fueling up against 

the “bourgeois” and the “counter-revolutionary traitors.” 

In contrast with the Parisian outcry, this disturbance was 

incited from the heights of power by Mao Zedong himself, 

so admired by the French students, in an unvoiced attempt 

to take over the Chinese Communist Party.

In Czechoslovakia, Dub ek carried out a series of lib-

eral reforms. Without questioning his country’s belong-

ing to the Soviet bloc or refuting the socialist model of 

state control of the economy, they aimed at implement-

ing a non-totalitarian form of socialism by legalizing par-

ties and unions, promoting freedom of speech, the press, 

and association, as well as the right to strike. This project, 

dedicated to democratizing the state and party internal 

structures, was called the Prague Spring and was enthusi-

astically supported by a large part of the Czech population.

The attempt known as “socialism in freedom” or “com

munism with a human face” would be crushed by the in

vasion of Czechoslovakia by 250 000 soldiers, 6 500 tanks, 

and 800 planes by the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact 

allies. The only exception was Nicolae Ceaucescu’s Ru-

mania, which roundly refused to be part of the invasion.8

Dub ek and five other members of the Communist 

Party Presidium were detained by the Soviet occupation 

forces and taken to Moscow where they were “persuaded 

to come to their senses.”9 When he was finally allowed to 

return to Prague, Dub ek was demoted to being a forest 

ranger in the woodland province of Bratislava.

If pacifism was one of the outstanding features of the 

1960s youth movement, political violence would be an-

other. One of the distinctive marks of 1968 was assassi-

nation. Cleric and leader of the civil rights movement 

Martin Luther King was assassinated in a motel in Mem-

phis, Tennessee by escaped convict James Earl Ray on 

April 4. This was one day after making his last speech, 

“I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,” which would become his 

famous political epitaph, and two days after a district judge 

had issued a restraining order to prevent King from head-

ing a huge demonstration there.

Only two months later, on June 6, Democratic presi-

dential hopeful Robert Kennedy was also assassinated. 

The brother of President John F. Kennedy, assassinated five 

years earlier, was cut down by Christian Jordanian immi

grant Sirhan Sirhan in the Los Angeles Ambassador Hotel.

Both crimes, never completely solved, eliminated civil 

rights champions who opposed segregation in the United 

States. Fifty years later, this cause continues to be cur-

rent, despite the passing of the Civil Rights Act, presented 

by President Lyndon B. Johnson.

The assassination of King sparked a series of civil dis-

turbances, known as the Holy Week Uprising, in Baltimore, 

Chicago, Kansas City, and Washington, D.C. that continued 

for four days and raked up a death toll of 12. This was the 

biggest wave of civil unrest in the United States since 

the Civil War.10 

The spread of the euphoria of the youth reached all 

the corners of the planet, even places as unimaginable 

and diverse as the Soviet Union, South Africa, or Yugoslavia. 

On August 25, a group of demonstrators came together 

in Moscow’s Red Square to protest against the invasion 

of Czechoslovakia. They carried signs reading “For your 

freedom and ours,” but were violently dispersed by kgb 

intelligence agents, earning their organizers Pavel Litvi

nov and Larisa Bogoraz long prison terms.11

That same month, almost 600 students and academ-

ics occupied the University of Cape Town campus for 

nine days in protest over the firing of anthropologist and 

senior lecturer Archie Mafeje, in accordance with the odi-

ous apartheid laws. In one sense, the movement was a 

failure: Mafeje was not restored to the post and never re-

If pacifism was one 
of the outstanding features of 
the 1960s youth movement, 

political violence would be another. 
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ceived the university’s recognition in his lifetime. He died, 

bitterly disappointed, in his exile at Cambridge University. 

However, on another level, it can be said to have been a 

success, since it marked the beginning of the civil disobe

dience that put an end to that country’s institutionalized 

racial segregation.

The echoes of the international youth revolt also 

reached Latin America, particularly Mexico, where a fight 

between two rival high schools rapidly became a consid-

erable student movement. The reaction of the admin-

istration of President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz was, from the 

start, clumsy and intolerant, accusing the movement of 

obeying the orders of foreign ideologies.

Very rapidly, that rigidity would become violent. Only 

10 days before the inauguration of the nineteenth Olym-

pic Games, the massacre of Tlatelolco would take place. 

A student demonstration in Mexico City’s Three Cultures 

Plaza was violently repressed, concluding in a bloodbath 

in which an indeterminate number of people lost their 

lives.12 The causes and consequences of this episode have 

never been completely clarified and are still awaiting a 

historic, dispassionate, unbiased version. Just as hap

pened with a large part of that year’s protests, the main 

beneficiaries of the economic miracle, in this case Mex-

ico’s stabilizing development, rose up against it. The mas-

sacre would mark the beginning of the end of the regime 

that emerged from the Mexican Revolution.

The year of emancipation and freedom par excellence 

ended, paradoxically, with the election of veteran politi-

cian Richard M. Nixon, a representative of the most conser

vative wing of the Republican Party, as the United States’ 

thirty-seventh president, and the defeat of Democratic 

hopeful Hubert Humphrey. Taking into account his close 

ties to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s rabid anti-communism, 

Nixon seemed to roll back the United States to its dark-

est hour of 1950s conservatism; he emerged victorious 

in an election in which he benefitted from the profound 

popular dissatisfaction with the War in Vietnam and the 

sharp differences inside the Democratic Party.13

While Nixon easily won the Electoral College vote, with 

301 of the 538 total votes, the popular vote was much 

closer:  his 31 783 783 votes (43.1 percent) vs. 31 271 839 

(42.7 percent) for Humphrey. Ominously, the ultraconser

vative, racist governor of Alabama, George Wallace, would 

garner almost 10 million votes (13.5 percent) as an inde-

pendent. This indicates the size of the tendencies among 

an important segment of U.S. society in favor of returning 

to the past.

In short, the winds of freedom would blow away diz-

zyingly, just as they had arrived. The next three years 

would see remnants of the rebellion, such as the Wood-

stock Festival in summer 1969. However, the break-up of 

the Beatles only a few months later and the premature, 

tragic deaths of Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and Jim Mor-

rison seemed to augur a return to more priggish times. 

As John Lennon would say in his December 1970 song 

God, “The dream is over.” 
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