
58 Youth Culture and Cultural Revolution

31. The latest example is Peter N. Stearns, Consumerism in World History: the Global
Transjormation ofDesire (London, 2001).

32. Marwick, Sixties, 257-59, 269-70.
33. lbid., 185-92,316,319-20,324.
34. L'Express,24 February-2 March 1969.
35. AlI of these quorations are from L'Express,21-28 September 1968.
36. Herbert Marcuse, "Repressive Tolerance," in A Critique ofPure Tolerance,eds. Robert

Paul Wolff, Barringron Moore, Jr. and Herberr Marcuse (Bosron, 1969),81-123.
37. Tom Hayden, Reunion: A Memoir (New York, 1988),452.
38. Marwick, Sixties, 118,123-24,131,136,143,527.
39. Michael Seidman, "The Pre-May 1968 Sexual Revolurion," Contemporary French

CivilizationXXV, 1 (WinrerlSpring, 2001), 28.
40. Klaus Hildebrand, Von Erhard zur Grofíen Koalition 1963-1969 (Wiesbaden, 1994),

381.
41. Paris Presse,23 June 1963: Figaro, 23 June 1963.
42. Marsham Papers, Box 2, Oivision of Rare Books and Manuscripts, Cornell Univer-

siry Library, lthaca, New York. Among several collections at Cornell, The Challenge
ro Governance Project Papers and the Perkins Papers are specially useful.

43. Malcolm Burnstein Papers, Box 1 F 1.15, Bancrofr Library, Universiry of California
at Berkeley. The Free Speech Movemenr Parricipanr Papers at Berkeley are also very
rich on adult-srudent relationships.

44. Marwick, Sixties, 604-8.
45. 1nformation generously supplied by Professor Michael Seidman, University ofNorrh

Carolina at Wilmingron.
46. Elle, special issue, 17 June 1968, in "Brochures mai 68," 14 AS. 238, Archives

Nationales, Paris.
47. Marwick, Sixties, 745.
48. Anna Avallone, "II mio sessanrotto: ricordi di una 'madre' e 'insegnanre,'" Archivio

Oiaristico, Pieve Sanro Stefano, Tuscany.

Chapter 2

Understanding 1968: Youth
Rebellion, Generational Change

and Postindustrial Society

Detlef Siegfried

When examining the events of 1968 contemporaries as well as later
interpreters have continuously focused on the generational aspect af the
revolt, often interpreting it in terms of a "youth rebellion" or a "student
revolt,"l that is, a sudden uprising of young people subverting essential
structures of sociery. On an internationallevel one of the most influen-
tial interpretations of this type was Charles Reichs' The Greening oj
America, published in 1970, which immediately topped the nonfiction
bestseller list in the United States and constituted a kind of agenda that
announced the world's postmaterialistic renewal by means of a youth
revolt.2 The protagonists saw themselves as persons involved in a gener-
ational departure. The younger age groups and those with a higher level
of education had a tendency to interpret the events of 1968 as involving
a substantial part of the young generation-although only a small part
was active in the disputes.3

Therefore, a point of view that had already come into existence at the
beginning of the 1960s completely prevailed by the end of the decade.
Hardly any other intellectual trend reflected the Zeitgeist more clearly
than what was summarized by the term "New Left." For the New Left
the entire old classes' economism was passé; instead, politics and culture
became the center of attention-spheres in which and through which
sociery could be changed. Their theorists demanded more political par-
ticipation, freer intellectual and aesthetic development, and a strength-
ening of the individual. Even among the proponents of radical change in



society, the New Left was in a leading position. The American sociolo-
gist C. Wright Mills had given up the notion that the working class
could achieve a change in society and viewed the young generation,
especially young intellectuals, as a decisive factor for change.4 The Amer-
ican Students for a Oemocratic Society (SOS) in particular quickly took
up this position and incorporated it into their program, the "Port Huron
Statement," which was written in 1962. An avant-garde art movement
of the late 1950s and 1960s known as Situationism also attached the
same importance to the youth. From the point of view of the Ourch
pro vos, young urban outsiders would change the world while the prole-
tarians would degenerate watching television. "Third World" revolu-
tionary movements, such as Castrism or the Maoist Cultural Revolurion,
defined themselves as young movemenrs and were also perceived as such.
After his death in 1967, Che Guevara became an icon of youth rebellion,
more than any other leaders of such movements. By 1968 the organiza-
tions of the New Left had reached a large degree of unity with regard to
their general direction. This also materialized in their political praxis
and differentiated them substantially from groups of the Old Left. The
anti-authoritarian wing of the sozíalístíscher Deutscher Studen tenbund
(sDs) increasingly viewed the young generation as a potentially revolu-
tionary subject. In August 1967 leaders Reimur Reiche and Peter Gang
opined that every oppositional metropolitan movement should be pri-
marily based on "the young" and deemed that it would be most promis-
ing to politicize and discipline "the youth's apolitical position of
protest."5 The "fringe group strategy" (Randgruppenstrategíe), which was
favored by some, focused in praxis on working with young outsiders.
People who later on became members of the Red Army Faction, such as
Ulrike Meinhof, Andreas Baader, and Gudrun Ensslin were active in this
field. At the beginning of 1968, the German SOS defined itself as part
of a "revolutionary youth movement," and the lnternational Vietnam
Congress that was held in Berlin in February 1968 thought of itself as a
congregation of the worlďs revolurionary youth.6 The biggest Oanish
underground paper superlove declared a "new class struggle berween the
old and new generation," and aimed for the transformation of the "unar-
ticulated youth culture into an articulated youth rebellion."7 Within the
American SOS at the end of 1968, an anti-authoritarian Revolutionary
Youth Movement formed that aimed to expand the social basis from
students to pupils and working class yourhs.8 Abbie Hoffmann and Jerry
Rubin had already formed their Youth lnternational Party ("yippies")
who wanted to combine the hippie counterculture with the New Left
and placed their hopes entirely on the young generarion's revolutionaty
role. The blurb of Jerry Rubin's manifesto "Do it!" of 1970 does not lack
darity: "Jerry Rubin has written The Communisr Manifesro of our era.

'Do ir' is a declaration of war berween the generations-calling on kids
to leave their homes, burn down their schools and create a new society
upon the ashes of the old."

Statements like these pointedly expressed a process of generational
disbanding that was already in motion-without, however, actually hav-
ing the rigidly confrontational posturing here being postulated. Never-
theless, much potential for confrontation remained-even when one
ignores the fist-waving and war rhetoric. Such expressions were explosive
because they were articulated by the generation that had a future leading
role. Ir was clear to the public and the ruling political classes of all coun-
tries, not only the Western ones, that the young generation played a
larger role than previously, that it shaped the dynamic present a lot more
strongly than older generations, and that they would soon be running
society's destiny. In France, even the conservative Gaullists had already in
1959 placed their hopes on young people: "France is now the most
dynamic country in the old continent in Europe because it possesses the
largest number of young people ... ," and in 1964 París Match reported
with regard to youths berween 16 and 24: "They will be our rulers
tomorrow."9 The horror with which conservatives and liberals from all
European countries observed the radicalization of precisely the intellec-
tual youth in the late 1960s stemmed from their awareness that this
here was the future elite. Because of the manner in which the students
presented themselves to the public, massive criticism was directed
towards them, claiming that this future elite did not live up to their
exemplary role. 10

The fact that the youth and student movement was an international,
even worldwide, phenomenon was one of its most prominent character-
istics. Student protests were registered in fifty-six countries, especially in
Western Europe, the United States, and ]apan but also in countries of
the so-called Third World, and in Eastern Europe.11 The global simul-
taneity of a political cultural impetus for renewal with similar goals,
methods, and incarnations, represents an extraordinary phenomenon.
Certainly it is questionable whether the description of the nerwork of
events of "1968" as a global "revolurion" is accurate. At any rate these
events did not immediately lead to any profound changes of economic
or political systems, in many cases not even to changes of government in
the preferred direction. Political cultures and lifestyles, however, did
change significantly so that the term "cultural revolution" is probably the
most suitable. This "cultural revolution" was not, however, an eruptive
and temporarily confined event, as suggested by the terms "revolution,"
"revolt," and "1968" in general, but more a kind of multilayered phe-
nomenon of a longer duration that showed different points of accelera-
tion and radicalization. This "cultural revolution" was about the radical
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secular changes of "affluent societies" (John Kenneth Galbraith), which
stretched themselves over the period of the long 1960s, and received a
certain dynamic through situational factors and national problems.12

Without a doubt, conditional factors consisting of global-political
upheavals played an important role since the end of Second World War,
not to mention the social and cultural historical changes that took place
since the middle of the century: the reconstruction of relatively stable
national economies, the explosive expansion of consumption, the media
and the educational system, and the change of work and social struc-
tures. At the same time, a well-developed sense of crisis persisted due to
the experiences of the previous decades, and an insecurity about how
long the succession of"Golden Years" would continue. In addition, pro-
found processes of national self-realization took place. These represented
adjustments to new conditions and shifts in power relations as well as sit-
uations of radical change in domestic politics, which were the results of
worldwide decolonialization, the fascist past of Germany, Italy, and
Japan, the Vietnam War, and racism in the United States. The intetna-
tional character of the "68 movement" thus resulted both from the com-
parability of situations of radical change, the political demands, the
forms of action, and from the similarity of social supporters and their
cultural styles. Which is not to say that signifi.cant national differences
did not exist-for example, with regard to the percentage of young
workers or more "apolitical" countercultural e1ements, to the degree of
militancy in the debates, political systems' potential for integration, etc.
Whereas the United States, West Germany, France, and Italy witnessed
conAicts that bordered on civil war, the protests in Great Britain and in
the Scandinavian countries were far less militant. In the corporatist states
of Northetn Europe the impulses of the student movement were incor-
porated into society relatively unproblematically, while within single
states, strong regional and local differences existed. Larger issues, such as
the expansion ofhorizons beyond national borders, the juvenalization of
society and politics, as well as the yeatning for stronger political partici-
pation remained characteristic.

While Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey recently asserted that the protests at the
end of the 1960s constituted "more than a 'student rebellion' or a 'gen-
erational revolt,'" the question remains as to the exact meaning of the
generational movement and the extent to which the term "revolt" is jus-
tifi.ed.13 While the events of 1968 are concentrated in a relatively limited
segment of time-in reality from 1967 until 1969-they are embedded
in a period of accelerated change spanning from ca. 1958 to ca. 1973.14

My goal in the following is to situate the generational aspect of the net-
work of events of" 1968" within the background of this broader period
of time-as a radicalization of a process of cultural change, wherein
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young people, from the beginning, occupied a trendsetting function-
based on the thesis that in the "code 1968,"15 transformational tenden-
cies of the Modem Age intensified because the young generation
constituted the prime proponent of change within society with regard to
penetrating consumer society and implementing new cultural standards
-for example, concerning consumption of media, sexuality, race rela-
tions, education as well as political renewal. In this respect the "social
movement" in the narrower sense that also becomes apparent here is
onlya part of a much more far-reaching mechanism of transformation.16

For this reason, the view must be directed beyond certain innovative
models of order and single protagonists, and instead towards mass
trends. In this context it will be assumed that the different political cul-
tures of the various national societies of this time changed very quickly
and profoundly in astonishing synchronicity, and that an important
motivating force of this transformation consisted of a changing of the
generations condensed in the symbol of 1968.17

Juvenilization in Western Sodeties

The increase in inAuence of the young generation in Western societies
throughout the 1960s can be linked to several factors. The 1950s had
already shown that, with the improvement of economic circumstances,
youths now also possessed substantial spending power.18 Primarily in the
United States but thereafter also in West European countries, a diverse
consumer goods industry exploded which saturated the market for
youths with jeans, cosmetics, records etc. The consumer goods industry
adopted stylistic e1ements that came into existence in various youth
scenes, enriched them, experimented with new products and in doing
so, functioned as synchronizer in the development of a new and diverse
international youth culture. In turn, social trendsetters took up these
impulses and recombined them into new styles, often in creative ways.19
As youth cultures became attractive to the older generations, con-
sumerism began to inAuence the nations' cultural self-image. The global
confrontational situation caused by the Cold War formed an important
background for contemporary interpretations of the youth's patterns of
consumption. In any case it shaped the older generations' point of view,
while the youth itself viewed the situation with more equanimity. While
there may have been disagreement with respect to whether youth con-
sumerism constituted a weakening of the West or whether it was one of
its essential strengths, unity reigned with regard to the fact that the
strengthening of young people's intellectual abilities would be a decisive
criteria for the victory in the Cold War.20 Since nobody knew how long



economic prosperity would last, it was especially important to consoli-
date this belief system among the youth, and educate them to be stead-
fast democrats who would remain that way in times of economic
instability. While material wealth enabled the expansion of the educa-
tional system, it received its political direction through its catching up
with the supposed lead of the East in the field of education. This is why
the hopes for the future were associated more strongly with a well-edu-
cated and politically stable young generation than in other times.

In addition, the percentage of young people in the population had
increased since the end of the Second World War, in some countries up
until to the mid-1960s: the percentage of youths under 15 in West Ger-
many at the end of the 1950s was 21 percent, in 1970/71, 23 percent.
In Denmark it decreased slightly during this period from 26 to 23 per-
cent, in France from 26 to 25 percent. In many countries the share of
15- to 29-year-olds increased in the meantime, in Great Britain by 2
percent, and in Denmark, Sweden, and France by 4 percent each. In
1970/71 43 percent ofGermany's, 47 percent ofDenmark's, 44 percent
ofSweden's, 49 percent ofFrance's and 45 percent ofGreat Britain's pop-
ulation were under 30 years 01d.21In the course of this decade the age
group of youths in some European countries became younger in itself. It
was a very relevant piece ofinformation for the advertising clients of the
West German teenager magazine Bravo that between 1963 and 1968 the
segment of 21- to 24-year-olds shrank by a third, whereas by 1968 the
14- to 17-year-olds increased.22 Western societies were young societies,
not only due to the high birthrate but also to international processes of
migration caused by increasing wealth and mainly mobilized younger
age groups. In this way many protagonists of the student movement
were young immigrants: in West Germany for example, Rudi Dutschke
came from the German Democratic Republic, in Great Britain Tariq Aii
was born in Pakistan, and in the United States Mario Savio was of Ital-. . .
lan ongm.

In comparison to the 1920s, however, the percentage of young peo-
ple in the 1960s was smaller. Its increasing importance could not be
explained only by demographic factors. To a larger extent than ever, rel-
atively young people to ok on economic or political responsibilities. In
Great Britain, but also in Germany, they reached influential positions
firstly in the explosively developing mass media and in various branches
of the culture industry.23 In addition, the period of youth was extended
due to the large expansion of the educational system. Nearly twice as
many people completed a college degree in West Germany and Great
Britain in 1968/69 than in 1960, in Sweden more than double as many,
in France the amount of students at universities nearly tripled during
this period, and in Oenmark it more than tripled.24

Social Mixing and Individualization

65

A higher degree of social permeability was an essential characteristic of
the post-1950s youth generation. In his boo k Absolute Beginners, pub-
lished in 1959, the British journalist Colin MacInnes showed his enthu-
siasm for the specific absence of class distinctions in youth subcultures,
in which protagonists of various social classes mixed.28 A similar finding
was reached in Germany although MacInnes' tone of euphoria when
describing his observations was less shared. In 1962 the West German
youth sociologist Friedrich Tenbruck discusses a "decontourization of
the social roles," a "radical social release [FreistelluniJ," dangerous since
he believed that the costs of individualization would be high and "a vir-
tual gain ofliberty" would actually result "in the destruction of the core
of personality."29 Social origin was however by no means irrelevant for
young people. Differing traditional and cultural preferences due to social
backgrounds stili had a strong impact. In fact, under the conditions of
mass consumption it continued to be the basis for the development of
segmented subcultures partially along the lines of social boundaries, as
for example the mods and rockers in Great Britain, hippies in America
or Gammler in West Germany. The main tendency, however, accurately
described by both MacInnes and Tenbruck, was that all in all the new
youth cultures disassociated themselves from the adult world and social
borders progressively loosened within subcultures. This led to a new
mixing of socially determined cultural and political styles, in which the
rise of subcultures and the expansion of the "counterculture" which
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The number of those living in an independent phase between youth
and adulthood thus increased significantly. In the Western and Northern
European countries the percentage of pupils and students in the total
population amounted to nearly 20 percent in 1970.25 The marriage age
of young people between 1960 and 1970 was also lower than in any
other postwar decade.26 In addition, at the end of the decade social real-
ities that had prevailed several years before were legally codified. Young
people could now influence basic political decisions and act as sovereign
legal subjects earlier than ever before. Great Britain was the first West
European country to lower the voting age to 18 in 1968. The Federal
Republic of Germany followed in 1970, France and Italy in 1974. In
1972 the European Council of Ministers went a step further and rec-
ommended to its member states to lower the age of majority to 18 as
well, a trend in all industrialized states reflected by the fact that the limit
for adulthood demanded by European Union already existed in nearly
all "East Block" states, the GDR includedY
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began in 1967 produced deviating styles that transcended corresponding
social connnes and reached great masses of people.30 Some working-
class youths incorporated stylistic e!ements ofbohemian origin into their
dresscodes and social conduct, while upper-class youths simultaneously
discovered stylistic e!ements of a rather proletarian popular culture.

Oespite the progressive cultural change throughout the 1960s, most
observers and protagonists were taken by surprise by the political radi-
calization that culminated in the years around 1968.31 Hardlyanybody
had expected the youth to become politicized in such a far-reaching way,
especially in the left-wing direction. Even in 1965 observers considered
the American youth to be uncommitted, in 1966 West German youth
was thought to be conformist, and the same view prevailed in Oenmark
in 1967. And as upwellings began in many places, even in March 1968
direcdy before the May riots, French commentators stated that things
were happening everywhere but in France, where people were sleeping
and missing everythingY Not least because of their unexpected charac-
ter the events of 1968 gained the interpretation of a "rebellion." The
impression of a surprise emerged because sociologists from San Francisco
to West Berlin interpreted the increasing consumption by youth as con-
formist behavior, political conformity included. Western opinion leaders
increasingly accepted young people's informal and experimentallifestyle
as a central ideal, but they wanted to correct their assumed political
abstinence by a more or less moderate politicization from above.33 Most
sociologists did not notice or misinterpreted the developments because
there were no models of interpretation available for these completely
new patterns of social conduct. lndeed the satisfaction of basic physical
and material needs not only opens up space for cultural experiments but
also for the formation of political consciousness, and the so-called "post-
modern" principle of montage is not only found in the culture of con-
sumption but also in the political field and did not only point to
indifference but also to self-conndence. The surprising charactet of the
events of 1968 also had to do with the fact that the new mass cultures
had developed into organizational patterns that, up to then, were only
known to deviant minorities, in other words not big organizations and
associations or even the state, but small circles and informal groups
were giving impulses for the ongoing modernization, and represented
the cores of the emerging subcultures with the culture industry as their
powerful ally.

Young intellectuals played a very important role in these processes of
transformation, both as leaders of change within mass culture and as
interpreters. Non-academically educated youths did not play such an
important role, although young workers, to a varying degree, took part
in the activities around 1968. In France and Italy, for example, they

formed the activist core of the strike movement, whereas in the Federal
Republic of Germany and in the Scandinavian countries, they obviously
became active later and in smaller numbers.34 The extent to which they
were part of different national opposition movements differed from
country to country-to a certain degree social heterogeniety was even
characteristic for these movements-but usually the position of leader-
ship was held by peers with a higher degree of school education and
often fcom respectable middle-class families. Having better material pre-
requisites, they were much more interested in politics and ready for
political activity; they also had more foreign experience, spoke more for-
eign languages and also spoke these more Ruendy. They also had a larger
interest in various elements of popular culture-especially in certain
genres of pop music, which inspired esoteric debates and enabled yet fur-
ther claims to distinction.35 Oifferentiations are also discernible within
the classes with a higher level of education. Not until its escalation and
broadening did the political protest movement signincandy spread to
the younger cohorts of the educated classes. This was only the case since
roughly 1967 and to an increasing extent 1968/69, as observed for Ger-
many and Italy for example.36 Even though the political c1imate at
schools only changed drastically at the end of the 1960s, also the oppo-
sition movements of the early 1960s lived off a proportionally high par-
ticipation of not only university students but also students from
secondary schools. For example, already in 1962 students constituted 35
percent of the Oanish "anti-nuclear movement."37 Another indication is
that many protest careers began in the early 1960s, even though the
movement had its breakthrough at the end of the decade.

The political interest of highly educated youths differentiated them
from their peers with a lower level of education. In the 1950s young
workers supported rock'n'roll which, as a cultural style, was viewed as
something with a rebellious character by the public as well as by the pro-
tagonists. At the beginning of the 1960s, however, highschool and uni-
versity students increasingly discovered such niches and used them for
cultural experiments, attaching a notion of rebelliousness and increasing
po\itical energy to certain elements of the popular culture that was in
and of itself nonpoliticaL38 Whereas popular culture was nrst and fore-
most a big social and cultural melting pot, it underwent increasing dif-
ferentiation beginning in the mid-1960s, due in part to a succession of
new styles exported principally from the United States to Europe and in
part to an increasing political radicalization primarily among secondary
school and university students. Working-class youths were involved in
politics to a far lesser degree.39 A German survey shows that in 1964, the
percentage of people who had a negative attitude towards the state stayed
at a relatively low leve!, under 3 percent of secondary school students
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"Don't Trust Anyone Over 30"?
Relationships Between Generations

and 5 percent of elementary school pupils. Until 1968, the share of self
proclaimed enemies of the state within the latter group grew slowly, up
to 7 percent. In the case of the group of young intellecruals, however, it
shot up dramatically to 16 percent.40 Basically, the protest movements
remained "movements of university students and small minorities of
youths outside universities." American and German sociologists
assumed an "underclass conservatism" which was in strong contrast to
the intellectuals' main "progressive" tendency.41 Ir is true that at the high
point of the student movement, the attitude ofWest German working-
class youths towards the deeds of their peers was more positive than that
of their older colleagues. But it cannot be said that a rebellious attitude
transcended all class boundaries within the whole generation.42
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founded, shaped by youth and almost exclusively positioned leh of the
Social Democrats. For example, in the Netherlands Demokraten 66
(named after the year of their foundation, in Denmark) Venstresocialis-
terne (at the end of 1967), and also the myriad ofleftwing radical groups
and small parties mushrooming at the end of the I960s were nearly
entirely assemblies of very young age groups. In order to decode the con-
tradictory relationship between generations, Norbert Elias has suggested
differentiating between individual generation relations-those of the
private sphere-and social generation relations-apparent in the public
sphere.46 ln this way the vexing picture painted by contemporary youth
studies becomes clearer: while parts of the older generations had
difficulties adapting to the new times and while it was sometimes easier
and sometimes harder to succeed them, at the same time, however, it was
possible that trust and tolerance dominated the climate of the family
unit.

A close examination also shows that everyday life adhered far more
strongly to traditions than public discussion on the youth phenomenon
would suggest. The mass of young people did relate to the moderniza-
tion that their avant-garde displayed, with a certain delay and in more
tolerable mixtures. As cool as Eric Clapton, as sexy as Brigitte Bardot, as
libertarian as Rainer Langhans-many wanted to be a bit of everything,
but not too extreme, more for home usage so it could be arranged with
other conditions in school, at work and in the parental home. Repre-
sentative polls at the end of the 1960s show that youths as well as adults
idealized certain concepts of youth as the normo These, however, never
needed to be identical with the more traditional everyday life of youths.
Most of the elements of a consumer society that the mass of youths
incorporated into their everyday life were easily compatible with the
adults' concept of modernity. For instance, with regard to fashion, vaca-
tion, purchasing ofhousehold goods etc., in many cases youths' opinions
were a decisive factor for the choice of purchases. Public opinion
believed that, with regard to cosmetics, sports goods and technical
devices, neither the father nor his wife were the biggest experts but the
adolescent children. In this context parents placed their children in lead-
ing positions on purpose and explicitly. To a certain degree they felt
ohen insecure, but did not question the authority of youth tastes. A
~tudy on the conduct of youths and adults with regard to consumption
ln 1970 summarized the situation in a formula: "A more youth-orien-
tated paradigm is making its demands without adults being able to
adjust with full sails."47 This resulted in a substantial need for interfa-
milial communication, which was apparently ohen satished. This study
showed that both parties viewed the atmosphere in the family as good,
and that parents rejected too harsh a criticism of the youths. In this
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The existence of such social differences does not belie the fact that large
segments of the adult generations tolerated or even supported the stu-
dents' political demands-within reason they also supported their radi-
calization as elements of a wide-ranging cultural change that led to the
youth generally developing a more liberal and permissive style and mak-
ing participatory demands. AII in all, the relationships between the gen-
erations were a lot more balanced than the confrontational rhetoric and
actual confrontational situations at the peak of the student movement
would suggest. Surveys in France, the United States, and the Federal
Republic of Germany have shown that most parents got used to their
children's increasing freedom relatively quickly. Various clues indicate
that relatively harmonious conditions outweighed bitter conflict in fam-
ily relationships.43 Counter-examples that were often eagerly picked out
by the media and became well known must not be generalized. Only a
few parents attempted to subdue their increasingly independent chil-
dren, usually unsuccessfully.44 Studies over a long period have shown
that in West Germany tolerant models of education had never increased
as drastically as between the early 1960s and the mid-1970s.45

On the other hand the impression of a conflict between the genera-
tions was not completely wrong: relatively harmonious relationships
existed in the family unit as well as a generation conflict relating to soci-
ety as a whole. In fact this simultaneity was an essential characteristic of
this period of radical change. Conflicts and processes of detachment in
various segments of society increased in the 1960s, they were manifest in
many ways, not only in different cultural styles. Political parties under-
went a generational change. In many countries new parties were
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respect, it is not that surprising that adults adopted a far more friendly
manner and attitude towards their offspring between the late 1950s and
the mid-1970s: in 1950 only 24 percent of the questioned West Ger-
mans, in 1960 already 44 percent and in 1975 no Iess than 62 percent
replied that they had a favorable impression of the young generation.48

In this period the social basis of the new mass cultures had changed thor-
oughly-from the marginal underclass culture of the "Halbstarken"
("rowdies"), which was perceived as inferior and dangerous or the e1itist
outsiders of a middle-c1ass bohemia, to a celebrated c1ass-transcending
lifestyle of an "experimental society."49

Most activists of the student movement defended themselves against
an interpretation of their politic~1 protest as an expression of age-
induced energy surplus. The representatives of the liberal "establish-
ment," who were setting the tone, reacted calmly and in an
understanding way to the slogan "Oon't trust anyone above 30" which
had quickly spread from the United States to Western Europe. They
believed that the rebellious spirit would evaporate with age. This was also
meant as a counter-argument to conservative cultural pessimism. The
protagonists of the student movement, however, viewed this stance
mainly as a paternalist gesture, an expression of the opinion leaders'
"repressive tolerance." Jerry Rubin, the founder of the yippies,
responded with an almost postmodern slogan to the fact that many stu-
dent activists were about to cross the critical 30-year border: "You're
only as old as you wanna be. Age is in your head."50

The assignment of age was not really arbitrary but constructed and
determined by a historical caesura. For Rubin, the middle of the century
constituted a generation border-that turning point around 1950 in
which for the Western world the continuum of war and crisis of the first
half of the century ended and was gradually replaced by politicalliberal-
ization, economic prosperity and a culture of consumption: "Those who
grew up before the 1950s live today in a mental world of Nazism, con-
centration camps, economic depression and Communist dreams stalin-
ized. A pre-1950s who can stili dream is very rare. Kids who grew up in
the post-1950s live in a world of supermarkets, color TV commercials,
guerrilla war, international media, psychedelics, rock'n'roll and moon
walks. For us nothing is impossible. We can do anything. This generation
gap is the widest in history. The pre-1950's generation has nothing to
teach the post-1950's [... J."

Rubin's statement is not only a good example for the almost unlimited
optimism that was widespread among the activists of 1968, it also
exposes the central argument that questioned the leading function of the
older generations as well: their patterns of conduct were no longer ade-
quate. Socialized in the "Age of Catastrophe," they could hardly deliver
guidelines for how to find one's way and to behave in the "Golden
Age."51 This point of view is hardly deniable. How does a sociery men-
tally adjust to drastically changed material conditions, and which role do
generational aspects play in this context? Contemporaries of the 1960s
and 1970s already pointed to discrepancies in the development of dif-
ferent spheres of society. In the France of 1968, for example, Regis
Oebray describes an unusually large difference between the rapid devel-
opment of material conditions and the habits and values of the popula-
tion that were only slowly changing. From his point of view, the
necessary harmonization of this gulf resulted in the dynamics of 1968,
which were full of conflict.52 In fall 1966, Theodor W. Adorno, faced
with the e1ectoral successes of a right-wing radical party in West Ger-
many, stated in a very similar way that one had to reflect on "the collision
of modern mass media with a consciousness that by far has not reached
that of nineteenth century bourgeois culturalliberalism."53 Even though
these interpretations may seem exaggerated, relevant studies on the long
term "change in values" in postindustrial societies do confirm that in this
context, processes of cultural assimilation were slightly delayed reactions
to changed material Iiving conditions. Those processes described by
Daniel Bell, Alain Touraine, Ronald lnglehart and Helmut Klages were
sparked by the worldwide boost of material improvement since the end
of the Second World War.54 These adjustments could be conducted by
younger people much more quickly than by older people who had grown
up under completely different conditions. In this respect, Rubin's,
Oebray's and Adorno's contemporary observations on a discrepancy
between the mentality especially of the older generations and the
changed social and material realities are confirmed by sociological
research.

As discussed, the adaption of the old to the new did not occur explo-
sively in 1968 but progressed from the end of the 1950s and reached a
"starting phase"55 at the beginning of the 1960s, without leading to the
radical change desired by some young intellectuals. Ir was about a
'''spreading out' or 'differentiating' of previously underdeveloped pat-
terns of meaning, Iife or option" which occurred due to the current
"change of economic, technological, social and political conditions."56
Even though one cannot assume that youths' social praxis was pro-
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foundly changed in one go, many elements of disintegration were rather
strong on the threshold to 1968, for instance with regard to race- or gen-
der relations, acceptance of an autonomous youth culture, sexual con-
duct etc. The traditional cultural conservatives who tried everything to
prevent the radical cultural change in the 1950s no longer had a say in
the discourse on the modern age. Conversative modernizers and liberal
intellectuals had taken the leading opinion, with "measured judgment"
(Arthur Marwick) dominating.57

In politics, a change of generations had also been taking place since
the early 1960s, as politicians such as John F. Kennedy, Willy Brandt or
Olof Palme set off to remove the generation of Eisenhower and Ade-
nauer from power. The speed and extent of these processes of replace-
ment were different in various European countries, however, and overall
it is obvious that not only economy, technology and media but also pol-
itics and traditional cultural norms were already undergoing a radical
change when the student protests escalated. These protests themselves
were part of an accelerated development towards "values of self-realiza-
tion" that began around the mid-1960s.s8

Here the younger generation took the lead even though this change
of values had a grip on all generations. Inglehart quite accurately
observed that "due to the wealth that was without example in history
and the continuing peace since 1945, younger age groups in Western
countries appreciated their higher degree of economic and physical secu-
rity less highly than older people who had experienced bigger economic
insecurity. Vice versa, the priority of members of the younger generation
for nonmaterial needs such as a communal feeling and quality oflife was
higher."S9 "Postmaterialistic" values represented by younger people
received a substantially great role in society due to the increasing replace-
ment of the older generation by the younger generation in all fields of
society but also by the effects of broadcasting.

There are many factors which speak in favor of interpreting "1968"
as an exaggerated expression of this fundamental process of generation
succession. This climax cannot only be eXplained by situational factors
alone-such as the Vietnam War or a fascist past-for the structural fac-
tors such as norms and values had been undergoing a process of radical
change for several years. In his analysis, Norbert Elias pointed out that
revolts do not occur when "oppression is strongest but just when it
becomes weaker."60 And the German sociologist Karl Mannheim already
concluded in 1928 that a specific element of youthful consciousness of
the present did not solely consist in "being closer to current problems,"
but also "to experience the process of loosening up as a prime antithesis"
and to push the development further from this point while "the older
generation remains in their earlier position of a new orientation."61 This

explains why student activists' criticism was so strongly directed against
liberals who were striving for a modernization and were in the process of
realizing it. Not only conservative and liberal politicians were subjects of
massive criticism from the student movement but also nineteenth and
twentieth century oppositional movements who had established them-
selves in the field of power politics. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, as
social democratic parties learnt to value the economic potential of capi-
talism and communist parties dealt more or less critically with Stalinism,
many young intellectuals split from these parties. The West German
SOS was disassociated from the Social Oemocratic Party and Trotskyist
and Maoist groups len the youth organization of the French Communist
Party. In Oenmark, the Socialistik Folkeparti splintered off from the
Oanish Communist Party and became the first party of the New Len,
and Henri Lefebvre, E.P. Thompson, Ulrike Meinhof left the Commu-
nist Parties of their countries in these years as well.

Expanding the existing limits through provocation was a distinct
strategy for popular youth culture, not least for the media. The concert
promoter Fritz Rau, for example, who held a key role in importing
American popular culture to the European continent, eXplained the suc-
cess of his work with "an instinctive evaluation of the just about possi-
ble."62 The situationist-inspired strategy of provocation went further by
intentionally pushing the limits too far. The plan was to break through
the shell of a supposedly hermetically sealed off society and in this way
kick off consciousness-forming processes by nonconformist actions.
Such provocations were not confined to political actions but included
politics, everyday life, and art.63 "Revolution is Poetry. There is poetry in
all those acts which break the system of organization"-so read the cat-
alog of the famous exhibition of the Stockholm Moderna Museeton rev-
olutionary art in 1969, eXplaining the mechanism in which artistic
creativity, social praxis and political change become melted into one.64

The results of these strategies of provocation were ambivalent. On the
one hand they polarized the population and partially caused massive
counter-reactions, which were desired by the protagonists in order to
make the existing potential for conflict perceptible by all. On the other
hand, they did not always lead to the desired results. In France, for
instance, the majority voted for de Gaulle's government in the June elec-
tions immediately after the events of May 1968. In the following year
Richard Nixon, a Republican politician, became president of the United
States. A similar counter-reaction can be observed in the case of the stu-
dent demonstrations in the Federal Republic of Germany between 1967
and 1969. Until March 1968, a third of the West German population
considered the breath of fresh air with which the students revitalized
political culture to be positive. Another third believed that it carried the
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danger of revolution within and the other third was indecisive.65 The
number of critics grew not so much after the Easter riots following the
attempted assassination of Rudi Outschke but rather aher the further
escalation of violence during the second half of 1968. The percentage of
people in favor of a ban of the SOS increased from 19 percent in May
1968 to 57 percent by the beginning of 1969.66 The share of those who
considered the police's reaction too weak also increased strongly from 8
percent in 1966 to 44 percent at the beginning of 1969. In this context
it is striking that the youngest age group and persons with a university-
track high school diploma supported the demonstrations by far the
most, with approximately 60 percentY Substantial generational and
social discrepancies and conflicts did therefore exist, although did not
impede the process of cultural change: the relations between the gener-
ations relaxed and became less formal on a society-wide basis.
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societies" that had supposedly overcome class division. The interpreta-
tion as a "rebellion" was in tune with the Zeitgeist in which breaks from
the seemingly cemented norms of the preceding 1950s were basically
considered legitimate. Furthermore, it was part of a construction which
gave meaning to a multitude of more or less synchronous events.7° The
term "youth rebellion," however, was not entirely a construct. On the
one hand, the emotionalism contained within this term is more likely a
distortion of the overall character of what it wishes to depict. On the
other hand, it reflected-if in an exaggerated way-actual shihs. Not
only did the student movement most clearly formulate a new line of
political thinking, its cultural demands and participatory ideas promised
a multitude of new chances for upward social mobility, for nonstudents
as well. In this context it was a generational movement for upward social
mobility that took place within the traditionalleading classes as well as
between the classes. The reception and rapid expansion of international
youth cultures account for the correct impression that the development
was taking place on a globallevel and its major upholders were youths.
This signincantly invigorated the protagonists' self-conndence. When in
1968 various currents of transformation coincided and "everything
seemed to be in motion," the Oanish provo and son of the social demo-
cratic minister of nnance, Ole Grunbaum, uttered the nrm conviction
that the end of the known order was imminent and that the young gen-
eration was accelerating this almost physical process: "Today an 18-year-
old knows more about the Vietnam War than a 50-year-old. Nowadays,
the majority of youths speak two or more languages, whereas at the same
time hardly more than ten members of the Folketing (the Oanish parlia-
ment) regularly read larger international papers and magazines. The
youth is much better educated than previous generations and more com-
petent than ever in using their knowledge and ability to acquire power.
A decisive reason, however, is that the youth is the only relatively large
group in our society that can deal with wealth and modern life naturally.
Wealth is taken literally. For the youth wealth is not a status symbol, but
something they take for granted."71 The young protagonists did not act
according to a plan with a clearly denned aim but they were the nrst to
use the playing nelds of consumer society and to explore its borders.
Especially the intellectuals among them gave the diffuse structural
change of postwar societies a subjective expression and a direction.72

Between 1967 and 1969, young imellectuals spoke out loud for the nrst
time, articulating their take on the ongoing upheavals: publicly, en masse
and simultaneously around the world. This phenomenon is too signin-
cam to be simply subsumed into the continuum of the 1960s and its
cultural revolution. This is why, even today, the whole long decade of
radical change is frequently abbreviated by the figure "1968"-a label
which means so much, but explains so little.

Understanding 1968

Can one therefore speak of a "youth rebellion"? First of all, such a label
already reflects a certain contemporary mindset, making it problematic
as a scholarly category. Furthermore, it is not in fact entirely applicable:
firstly because intergenerational relations were more equable than
thereby suggested, and secondly because of the varying degrees to which
youth of different social classes took part in this "rebellion."68 As
working-class youths were not active to a comparable degree as univer-
sity students and because those students received the strongest sup port
from more educated adults, some social scientists argued against speak-
ing of a youth revolt in favor of a revolt of the intellectuals-a label
which, however, did not survive. Nevertheless, in the character of the
young intellectual as an ideal type, two traits that especially shaped the
change to a postindustrial society combined: youthful age and intellec-
tual interventionism. Already in 1963, the author George Paloczi-Hor-
vath in an international overview discovered what he called a "new race":
the "superintellectuals" were an especially cool and critical section of the
youth, which never existed before and now ngures as a committed pro-
ponent of the generational conflict.69

Such descriptions do indeed contain appropriate observations, but
they also indicate how hard it was to recognize the accelerating forces in
the midst of a situation of radical change, one in which obviously known
social ties of the individual began to loosen. In this context, it is not sur-
prising that the category "generation" entered the neld as it pushed social
differences into the background and was in conformity with the self-
interpretation of Western societies as socially balanced "middle-class
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Notes

Youth were not just agenrs of abstract structura! changes. On the
conrrary: the dawning era presenred each individua! with far more
opporrunities for self-actua!ization than had ever existed before, and it
was young people who exploited these to the fullest. Their activities were
symptomatic of an emerging individuality and informality in social rela-
tionships, which in the process irritated more than a few of their con-
temporaries. Hardly anyone could say where it would alllead, but they
were united on one final goal: a better life for each and everyone. Every-
thing else was open for debate.
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