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Myth and Reality 

There are only a few such eventful and for the same reason such memorable years in the 20th 
century as 1968. It is fact even if Ralf Dahrendorf thinks differently (and he is right) when he 
says that many things that are called “1968” did not actually happen that year.1 

      Certainly, it is not surprising that the historian should be charmed by the possibility to use 
the scheme of myth and reality as opposition in his study. However, which myth should one 
use? And what reality should be used against reality? The myth of ’68? The myth of the Big 
Generation? What would be the purpose of one or the other? What would be the use of 
proving that not everything under the date ’68 has really happened, and what has actually 
happened was not for the reason that the participants thought. What would be the use of 
denying that the generation of ’68 did not play a serious role? That with its act did not make 
an impact on the society, politics and on culture? Few aspire after these. It is hard to deny that 
most Western young people made themselves culturally independent in the 1960’s. Many of 
them stepped on the stage of politics to formulate their desire. These youths wanted a 
different future for themselves. They did not want something their parents used to live in nor 
what the welfare society, approved and authorized by their parents, had offered them. “„ 

     Generally, even people who never liked its aims will not argue about the meaning of the 
generational rebellion: the truth behind the criticism of capitalism, the aspiration for rights to 
include minorities, the need to establish socialism based on a democratic autonomy and on 
life- and self-determination. Only a few historians think that the rebellion had no any positive 
ideology. One of them is François Furet who believes that the narcissistic French intellectuals 
only accused the system, but never wanted to live in a model society.2 

      It is a different thing altogether that they had strategy. But the question is: did the 
protesters have any kind of strategy that would have been able to combine their forces to 
destroy the ruling power? Did they actually have the right conditions to change the rebellion 
into a revolution? Why the working class, the communist party and the trade union has never 
stood beside the student movement?3 For Furet who reckoned with the radical leftist attitude, 
the communist idea and movement, the French student movement did not sound so appealing, 
because they did not only reject consumer society and capitalism, but they also rejected the 
bureaucratic and dictatorial socialism. For him, what counts is that the rebellion had fallen 
and did not help to revive the socialist idea. Then these same youths became the intellectual 
part of the welfare society’s middle class. They integrated, even if they have kept some kind 
of a leftist attitude.4 From his point of view, this statement was not aimless. Its truth cannot be 
argued, but the meaning of what he has said is still something that would get rid of this 

                                                 
1 Ralf DAHRENDORF, The Modern Social Conflict. New York 1988. Hungarian edition: A modern társadalmi 
konfliktus, Budapest 1994, 188. 
2 See for example François FURET, The Passing of an Illusion: the Idea of Communism in the Twentieth Century, 
Chicago 2000, p. 490.  
3 Cohn-Bendit himself deals a lot with this question in the book that he wrote with his brother following the 
events. Gabriel and Daniel COHN-BENDIT, Obsolete Communism. The Left Wing Alternative, Edinburgh, 
London, San Francisco 2000.  
4 FURET, ibid. pp. 490-494. 
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nostalgic feeling and make the myth of 68 disappear. Furet wants to discourage people, who 
are still looking for paths to follow, from reviving the debate of regime. He wants to “save” 
people who are suffering from today’s problems, and wants them to stop looking for socialist 
answers and meanings in life.5 

     However, the establishment and the survival of the myth of 1968 do not originate from 
1968, or from the glorification or corruption of its events afterwards. It is not the 
remembrance of its participants, neither the exaggeration of their own roles in the events, nor 
the nostalgia over the glorious past that do not let 1968 to be taken off the agenda of the 
world’s political and intellectual scene. Although some of those participants still stand under 
the flag. Tariq Ali dedicated several books and albums for the heroes and the actions of 1968.6  

   To evaluate the performance of the generation that had just come alive with the 1960’s is 
another question. What was their role in helping the globalization or in the actions fighting 
against its negative effects? Were they substantively affecting the collapse of the European 
socialist states in 1989? Could they put new themes on the agenda of the world’s mental and 
political scene? I believe they could. Alternatively, in opposition to this: did they assimilate 
into a society, an economic and a political system that was ready to take them? This happened 
to many of them. What does this or the other case prove? Does it overrule their past ideas, 
moral faith, cultural choices if they participated in the major processes and the life of the 
society, even though they may have done so in a slightly different way and vein that they first 
imagined they would? I do not think so. I believe it is quite true that even those who were 
integrated kept the spirit of the 1960’s alive inside them. This, of course, does not mean that 
we should use special labels or should idealize the generation of the 1960’s, particularly 1968. 
It is enough if we do not forget them by weighing up their ideas and actions. This way we 
help to understand our world and formulate our ideas.  

Revolution? Rebellion? 

In spite of all good will, it certainly does not serve the cause if we widen the meaning of 1968 
and its sphere of action, for example, by assuming continuity, a direct connection between 
1968 and 1989 (despite the anti-capitalism of the former and the pro-capitalism of the latter). 
This is what Giovanni Arrighi, Terence K. Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein do, when they 
interpret the second part of the sixties and the first part of the seventies as the trial of the 
world revolution against the world order. They have every right to say this: 1968 did not spare 
the traditional Left that adjusted to the capitalist system; moreover, they attacked seriously the 
socialist state as well. So 1968 pointed out the method and problems of the world order.7 This 
is partly true, but Vietnam, Czechoslovakia, and the student rebellions: Paris, Berlin, Warsaw, 

                                                 
5 A similar path is followed by Sándor ANDRÁS who, in his study entitled The Hungarian revolution of 1956 
and the western thinkers, published in the issue dedicated to 1968 of Kalligram, analyses the perception of 1956 
among western left intellectuals. As he writes, 1968 has accomplished the disappointment in socialism already 
began in 1956. So became clear the absence of the third way since an acceptable second was nonexistent as well.  
6 One of these is his common work with Susan Watkins for the 30th anniversary: 1968 – Marching in the Streets 
(London, 1998)  
7 Giovanni ARRIGHI–Terence K. HOPKINS–Immanuel WALLERSTEIN, 1989: the Continuation of 1968. In: After 
the Fall. 1989 and the Future of Freedom. Ed. George Katsiaficas. New York, London 2001, pp. 47–48. 
According to the authors 1989–1990, the collapse of the East-European state socialisms was still only a test. The 
opposition to the world system took shape with the Gulf War, when it was dominated solely by the US and the 
traditional Left lost its ground.  
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Mexico, etc. their wins and their losses showed not only the strength and weakness of the 
capitalist world order and the bipolar international system, but also their power. 

      From the point of view of a “world order-history”, 1968 and 1989 can be compared. 
Although while 1989 was about the defeat of the socialist era and about the breakdown of the 
bipolar world order, it was also about the triumph of world capitalism (globalization). 1968 
was “only” a rebellion against the welfare- and consumer society, democratizing the socialist 
state. Above all, there is a big difference between rebellion and revolution. Rebels become 
revolutionaries if they can convince most of the society to stand by them in case they win; 
revolution is an uprising, a riot that has a proper ideology, a program and an initiative with 
serious organizational power and social impact. The successful uprising can lead to taking the 
power and making a chance for the revolution to be institutionalized and for its ideas to 
become (more or less) reality.  

      Eric Hobsbawm wrote that if there was one moment in the post-1945 golden era, when 
people, dreaming about a world revolution, could see that the long-awaited event had arrived, 
then that was 1968 for sure.8 Nevertheless, the chance for a revolution in 1968 was only 
present in Paris, France.  

     In the 1960’s a revolutionary transformation occurred, maybe not in politics but in many 
parts of social life. There were qualitative changes in technology, in the universal human 
connections – including the economical, political and cultural relationships between nations, 
and the electronic mass media’s gathering ground –, in social and sexual relationships 
between the sexes. Attached to this very quick transformation the living standard also 
improved as well as the living conditions that affected everyone. So after all it was not 
surprising that the majority of society had not regarded the situation they lived in unbearable. 
Why would have they rebelled against a system that improved their lives? 

      By and in opposition to all this, the emergence of welfare capitalism brought several 
conflicts as well. However, paradoxically these conflicts were concentrated among the 
beneficiaries of the changes—the young people, the students—, and it was among them that 
these conflicts provoked protests. These people were actually born into this new situation, into 
a world ecstatic with quick economical rise and consuming. The atmosphere of the world 
wars and a worldwide economical crisis did not mean much to them and they could not relate 
to them. Students were not protesting because of the past, but because of the present that was 
threatening to swallow them. It was the uncertain future why they created a political and 
cultural form to their bad misgivings and indisposition, and why they entered public life with 
their movements. 

      Of course, one could say that always the young people are the most discontent, they are 
always the ones who start changes, and they march in the front lines of any rebellion or 
revolution. Still it would not be meaningless to pose three questions regarding this matter. 

      Why were these student rebellions so concentrated in time? 

      Why they are so widely spread in space? 

                                                 
8 Eric HOBSBAWM, The Age of Extremes: a History of the World, 1914-1991, New York 1996, p. 298. 
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      How could they rock the confidence and the operation of the leadership just in Paris, even 
if it was only for one historic moment?  

      There are many answers to the first question. It is certain that the rock movement, the 
counter-culture, the turning away from the civil consumer values have found similar grounds 
with the New Left which was simultaneously feeding upon a renaissance of Marxism, the 
Frankfurt school-type and structuralist social criticism and moreover upon the revolutionary 
socialism of the Third World that seemed free from the heritage of Stalinism. Besides the top 
rock bands (the Beatles, the Rolling Stones), the names of Jimi Hendrix, the Cream, the 
Doors, Bob Dylan and other protest singers, and the ideas of Marx, Marcuse, Mao, Castro, 
Che Guevara, Ho Shi Minh gave possibilities to the new generation to identify with and to 
help them find their place. Rejecting the Vietnam War, the peace movement activated the 
dissatisfied young intellectuals who were worried about their future anyway. From the middle 
of the 1960’s, rock culture, which was previously an entertaining genre spontaneously 
expressing diversity and freedom, was slowly becoming a more and more intellectual art, 
providing an opinion on world affairs, appealing to the masses. The Vietnam war, the 
intensity of the American Human Rights Movement, the problematic systems of universities 
and their conservative methods—as “workplace problems”—altogether affected and pushed 
the student movement forward.  

      However, this situation was not possible to keep up for long. Without any reinforcements 
and extra energy there had to be an easing of tension. The most important representatives of 
progressive rock refrained from getting too close to politics. They agreed with the peace 
movement with its claims for freedom, and its demand of extending human rights, but they 
did not want to stand under any kind of flags. We only have to think of the Beatles song 
Revolution or the Rolling Stones song Street Fighting Man that were both created in 1968, 
during the peak of the student rebellion. In these songs, besides the sympathy, there is also a 
kind of distance kept.9 The exhaustion of the student movement is can be explained also by 
the fact that their demands of modernizing and democratizing the university education have, 
in many cases, been met. Ultimately, of course, the student status was only temporary: the 
way it can bring people together, it can also push them apart by placing them into different 
situations after finishing their studies.  

      As for the question of why many nations and cities were involved in the student 
movement, the common living situation can be an answer: the loss of perspectives, and the 
common political ground that was formed thanks to the electronic mass media. The different 
national movements were strengthening each other. The spectacle they had produced brought 
forth a bigger picture in themselves and the observers as well. The chase for news of the radio 
and television has helped it massively.10  

                                                 
9 The Beatles recorded this song at the end of May and the beginning of June 1968. John Lennon sings the 
following: “when you talk about destruction, don’t you know that you can count me out, count me in” then when 
this song appears on an LP it has a different version „when you talk about destruction, don’t you know that you 
can count me out”. Both versions have caused indignation among people of the New Left. There was a different 
version of the song that made it on the LP as well. This only raised the bogey of chaos in the revolution, the 
creative-destructive churning. Ian MACDONALD, Revolution in the Head: The Beatles' Records and the Sixties. 
Pimlico, 2005. and Jon WIENER, Come together. John Lennon in His Time. London, Boston 1995, pp. 58–72. 
10 The rich historical literature that deals with ’68 points out the role the mass media played in the relationships 
of the student movements and the way it increased their effects. The leaders of the movements tried to use the 
chances given by the public and the publicity. The collection of studies published for the 30th anniversary states 
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      The political role played by the students is not without precedents. Of course, at some 
places there were different reasons for the spread of the revolts. These “local”, national 
characteristics all contributed to the student movements, but they did not push the common 
reasons and ideology into the background. In the USA the student movements spread from 
California to New York, enmeshed the bigger universities and campuses. Their characteristic 
was fighting against racial discrimination and the war. However, the effect of the “walk-out”, 
rock, and the hippy counter-culture is not negligible.11 The concealed and denied Nazi past 
and the compunction because of the welfare played an important role in the rise of the 
German student movement. There were serious riots in West Germany, in West Berlin. The 
wave of protest reached Mexico, Brazil and Japan. In two socialist countries, in Poland and in 
Yugoslavia there were also considerably big student riots.12  

      In Paris, these actual circumstances made a bigger impact. What happened here was the 
peak and epitome of the ideological content and social tension that was expressed in the 
student rebellions. In the case of the student revolt in Paris, history, French politics and 
intellectual heritage served as a tangible force field instead of acting as a mere background or 
setting. Three of its elements should be emphasized here. First, the contrast between the rich 
and long-established French intellectual sphere and culture and Americanism, as well as the 
political doubts about American hegemony. The latter problem was clear in Charles de 
Gaulle’s foreign affairs. Second, that this is a country that fights its battles all the way 
through, as Marx had stated before. The opposing classes, groups and intellectual political 
movements confronted each other widely and consistently, based on ideology. Third, the 
French communist party, that had a vast trade-union support, seriously threatened the 
dominant right wing for years. However, the party did not trust its own power, and did not 
think the international situations were raped enough for a revolution. Not surprising then that 
the communist party leaders did not want to take the risk, since they knew that a possible loss 
could weaken or even destroy their hard-earned influence.13  

      The French student movement did not consider the communist party as their ally. This is 
why the students wanted to turn to the workers directly––a step that proved unsuccessful.14 
Thus the suddenly strong, active, enthusiastic student movement, and the well-organized 
Communist party that wanted to present itself as a disciplined, placid power, were talking at 
cross-purposes.15 Although it is certain that the presence of the communists and their mass 
                                                                                                                                                         
that this event was so important that they raised this issue already in the introductory piece. Cf. 1968 – The 
World Transformed. Ed. Carole Frink–Philip Gassert–Detlef Junker. Cambridge–Washington, 1998, 2–3. 
11 Anthony Giddens, well-known sociologist, one of the significant ideologists of the third way social 
democracy. His memory kept the following images alive about 1968: the esoteric world of drug addicts, distinct 
youngsters living in communes. See: 1968: Liberty or it’s Illusion. (Answers to the Questions.) Prospect, 2008. 
May. 
12 Detailed and well-written reviews are given about the student movements of 68 and its precedents by Mark 
KURLANSKY, 1968. The Year That Rock The World, New York 2003, and Norbert FREI: 1968. Jugendrevolte und 
globaler Protest, München 2008.  
13 It is a different question that by avoiding a possibly lost revolution that might have ended up in civil war, they 
could stop the quick decrease of force and influence, a work that was done by the social-economical, political-
intellectual changes of the next few decades. The communist party first lost the leading position of the left, and 
when they were unable to meet new challenges, they lost their politics forming ability as well. 
14 Ottó TOLNAI ’s prose poem (short prose? short story?) entitled “A hippy a május elsejei felvonuláson” (The 
hippy on the First of May-March, Új Symposion, 1968, No. 37–38.) reflects the cultural impossibility of the 
encounter and the coming together of the student, who is under the influence of the avant-garde, the 
counterculture and rock, and the worker, who is living in the day and might even participate in the labor 
movement.  
15 Of course, the Cohn-Bendit brothers write about this in their books thoroughly. For further information, see 
Péter Ákos FERWAGNER: De Gaulle májusa. (The May of De Gaulle) Múltunk, 2008, No. 4. 
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influence, whether they wanted or not, raised the general uncertainty and the importance of 
the student rebellion. They could not be certain how the working class would react, or if the 
general strike would turn into a revolution. When it became obvious that the communists did 
not want a revolution, then this fact and its realization weakened the power of the students 
soon. The revolutionary feeling went as fast as it came.16 

      Hobsbawm told about the Paris May: it is not a revolution but it is more than a 
psychodrama. For a while, the student rebels thought they were revolutionaries. However, 
later they had to pose the question: who were they, what happened, what was the meaning of 
those ecstatic days and weeks? Two years later Philip Béneton and Jean Touchard offered 
several interpretations on the 1968 May events in Paris: simple subversion; university crisis; 
generational rebellion against paternalism; civilization crisis; spreading the class struggle to 
new areas; traditional conflict of society relating to unemployment; political crisis that was 
triggered by the inflexible function of (governmental, educational, economical) institutes; a 
coincidental, spontaneous series of events.17 

      Whatever the nature of the student movement and the student revolt was, the important 
ideologists of the era all took sides. Jean-Paul Sartre was an active participant of the revolt. 
Herbert Marcuse, whose ideology has probably influenced by the student movement the most, 
did not think of himself as its spokesperson, although he did not deny being its theoretician. 
Marcuse, of course, thought that the rebellion against oppression is a higher ranked law, he 
did not think that violence was unacceptable, because he did not think it should be identified 
with killing. His sympathy with the students stemmed from the fact that they wanted to break 
away from the culture that was suppressing the working class. They were also standing on the 
side of imagination opposite the depressing reality of this era.18 Raymond Aron agreed with 
the demands of university reform, but disapproved of the attempt to use violence in order to 
overthrow the ruling power. He called upon the people to stand by the state and order.19 Ernst 
Bloch thought the student revolts were justifiable attempts, but he also stated how the 
revolution assumes a maturity and thought. He thought it was worth fighting against boredom 
as well, as consumption can also surfeit one. The young wanted to live a real human life.20 
Jürgen Habermas was talking about left wing fascism; a wording that nevertheless he later 
admitted was unfortunate. He rejected the violence of the student movement and this 
overshadowed the fact that he agreed with the ambition of emancipation and with the need for 
a historical discernment and clarification.21  

The social and ideological Background of the student rebellion  

The understanding of `68 is helped by the self-definition of the characters, the witnesses, by 
the ideologist attitude and by the contemporary labeling of the events. The academic 
evaluation cannot be limited to summing up these facts or events. Literature has already done 

                                                 
16 HOBSBAWM, ibid 298. 
17 Quoted by Keith A. READER, Intellectuals and The Left in France since 1968, London 1987, pp. 16–17. 
18 Marcuse was talking about this several times during 1968. The most effective was probably an interview in the 
Paris newspaper L’Express , that was also published in the New York Times on the 27th of October. Herbert 
MARCUSE The New Left and the 1960’s. Ed. Douglas Kellner. London–New York 2005, pp. 100–102; 113–115. 
19 See his memoirs: Raymond ARON, Le Spectateur engagé. Entretiens avec Jean-Louis Missika et Dominique 
Wolton, Paris 1981. 
20 This is what he talks about with German students in February 1968. Cf. Új Symposion, 1968, No. 37–38.  
21 Jürgen HABERMAS,  Autonomy and solidarity. Interviews with Jürgen Habermas. Ed. Peter DEWS. London–
New York 1992, pp. 233–236. 
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that. The re-interpretation of `68 is not possible without analyzing the premises and the 
effects. 

      Most of the referenced literature is about the social historical background of the student 
rebellions, the development of the welfare society, and the change of the mode of production.  
Excellent economical history summaries about the post-1945, almost 30-year long boost have 
been at our disposal for quite a long time.22 From the prospect of our topic, it is important to 
highlight the constant improvement of labor productivity, and the “industrialization” of 
agriculture, the increase of the service sector, the strengthening of the bureaucracy and the 
functioning of the mixed economy. From the prospect of `68 the process of the integration 
and the rise of industrial workers into the middle-class that took place in the most developed 
countries can be particularly emphasized. Not all this, of course, happened by itself, without 
governmental help, the expansion of the workforce market, the intention to have full 
employment, the expansion of trade union rights, and the struggle of workers. Just as the 
liberals, the conservatives also had something to win over the worker votes. All these factors 
raised the value of the labor force on the labor market and increased the importance of 
working people as both citizens and voters.  

The fact that the industrial workers got integrated into civil society with safety of living, could 
satisfy their basic needs, has not been without effects. The situation is different, if people can 
get everything, including the possibility of a widening consumption, and the basic factors of 
citizenship. The social state of health would be different, if for years there would be no 
economic crisis that would make society dissatisfied. In that case, those who think the real 
reason for their problems is the regime would have to draw a political conclusion, having to 
change their strategy and tactics if they do not want to get isolated from society or be a 
marginal factor on the side of political life. After 1945, capitalism with welfare and universal 
suffrage has won a strong legitimacy by integrating big social classes, layers and groups into 
political representation of interests. Naturally, this problem first attracted the attention of 
American sociology. David Riesman tried to define integration and the nature of consumer 
existence with academic elements (The Lonely Crowd). In the USA the improvement of living 
standards and the secular norms of democratic traditions were completed by the direct 
presidential election, the presidential administration that demanded charisma, or rather 
endowed the executive head with it.23 In a different formation, the strength of legitimate 
power was similarly strong in England, France and Scandinavia, but it was on a lower 
economic level.  

      The criticism of the regime and the problem of the Left originated directly from this 
legitimacy. What could they do with the truth of their analysis, with the promise of building a 
justice society and with its humanist aims in a situation where the losers think they are the 
actual winners, or they believe they have a lot to lose? From aspect of critical theory, one of 
the most important analytical studies is attached to Marcuse. This is what the One 
Dimensional Man is about. Another work of key importance is Guy Debord’s 1967 book on 
                                                 
22 One them is Herman van der WEE, De Gebroken Welvaartscirkel: De Wereldeconomie, 1945-1980, that was 
first published in 1983 in Dutch, then in Hungarian in 1986 (A lefékezett jólét: újjáépítés, növekedés és 
struktúraváltás a világgazdaságban, 1945–1980, Budapest).  
23 This way, all the pre-requisites of a legitimate power were present. Cf. Max WEBER, Economy and society: an 
outline of interpretive sociology. Vol. 2. Berkeley-Los Angeles-London 1978. pp. 941 – 956. About the theory of 
legitimacy, see József BAYER, Politikai legitimitás. Elméletek a legitimitásról és a legitimációs válságról 
(Political legitimacy. Theories on Legitimacy and Legitimative Crisis) Budapest 1997, particularly pp. 67–93, 
where Weber’s, and then pp. 153–157, where the critic of welfare legitimacy, Claus Offe’s approach is analysed 
by the author. 
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The Society of the Spectacle. Both books are tackling the question of how spectacle goes 
before and above reality; and how society and the people become captives of forced, produced 
needs.24 It is also relevant that both Marcuse and Debord criticized the dictatorial-bureaucratic 
authority, in which illusion is of vital importance, that was achieved in the name of 
bolshevism, Stalinism, and socialism, and in those where illusion is also the question of 
existence.   

      The other social-historical turn was equally significant. It was happening simultaneously 
with and as part of the post-1945 economical-scientific development. It also led to the change 
and stricture of intellectual roles, and to the separation and detachment of intellectual skilled 
labor. The classic value maker and value mediator and qualified intellectual work detached 
from each other. This is not only about the fact that intellectual work has become a value 
maker and a producer, but that between 1950 and 1970 the number of college and university 
graduates has multiplied. Slowly they reached the level where the number of white collars has 
reached the number of workers. Several new professions had been born connected to the 
innovation, technology and to the financial-economical administration. Higher education 
started to adapt to these new needs. A professional intellectual class was formed with a brand 
new image.25 The separation of “intellectual” and “spiritual” has also been affected by the fact 
that engaging in politics became a profession, where the use of media and professional 
politics was becoming more and more widely used. Politics and the function of the 
government were formed through more and more public politics and the bigger and bigger 
bureaucratic special administrative organization. 

Obviously most of the students did not consider it an appealing perspective to join in with 
the production, research and management organizations and apparatuses, giving up on the 
sovereignty, the specific lifestyle and relative freedom that formerly pertained to intellectual 
work. Many of them felt they were in some kind of no man’s land in this strict, authoritative, 
static university world of old values, and the economical and governmental organizations 
looming on the horizon.  They still were or could be intellectuals, but it was also apparent that 
they could not stay that way. This in itself was enough reason to be unsatisfied and a reason 
for them to be aggressive. For a revolt, however, something more was necessary: the air of the 
era, the counter-authoritative feeling, the enemy embodied in America, the feeling of 
estrangement and the urge to act. 

      The theories that were analyzing and criticizing the welfare society became ideologies and 
leading ideas by the second part of the 60s. This was when the students who were free from 
the transgression and burdens of the past, but worried about their own future met with the 
critical intellectuals who wanted to renew their ideas of society and who were looking for a 
political partner with a revolutionary energy as a “social subject”. From this aspect, 1968 was 
nothing more than the result of this encounter.  

      But just because this encounter was similar to how the working class movement and the 
socialist ideology as well as the intellectuals and the working class who identified themselves 

                                                 
24 The Lonely Crowd has been published in Hungarian in 1973; Marcuse’s work was available only in 1990; 
Péter Konok made Debord’s thoughts available in Hungarian for the first time in the journal Eszmélet (No. 37 
and 50), while the entire work – originally published in 1967 –  was brought out in Hungarian in 2006, translated 
by Miklós Erhardt (Budapest, Balassi). Here I use the – as far as I know – latest English translation by Ken 
Knabb: Guy DEBORD, The Society of the Spectacle, Canberra 2002. 
25 This incident was mentioned in an Arrighi–Hopkins–Wallerstein study that linked 1968 with 1989; the study 
considered this group as the driving force of the Prague Spring and the Paris Spring. See ibid pp. 38–39. 
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with these had found each other a century previously, it did not bring forth a significant 
change, let alone a revolutionary situation. For that, many other conditions would have been 
necessary. The students, who have just stepped onto the stage of politics, were as different 
from anybody as much as the second half of the 19th century was different from the second 
half of the 20th century, and as the industrial capitalism that was based on exploitation was 
different from welfare capitalism. Since no one expected such a powerful and sweeping 
arrival of this group, the revolt in Paris could have easily won and for a fleeting moment, it 
could have gained power. If the government had not pulled itself together after their first 
shock and insecurity, then this all would have been possible.26 However, this was not to be. In 
addition, the students could only have taken the revolt all the way to a revolution if they had 
believed it was worth taking the power and if they had wanted to control the country entirely. 
Anyway, this was not the case. Moreover, even if they have not talked about it, they must 
have known they were not prepared to seize power and lead the country.27 This question did 
not even come up at the other locations of the student revolts.  

The truth is that not only were the students not prepared and without a real strategy and 
organizational power, but also the “critical” theory did not provide their movement with clear 
instructions and an agenda. This is true despite the fact that socialist theory, Marxism and the 
thinking of social criticism were significantly revived between the second half of the 50s and 
68. For this revival, Stalinism had to be exposed, the theory had to find its original roots, 
because only this way could it free itself from the prison of Marxism-Leninism, so it would 
not have to view the reality of the new era through its filter. Marcuse attempted to execute this 
task in his work on the Soviet ideology.28 

      The renaissance of the theory started with discovering the young and the philosopher 
Marx. Class struggle Marxism was combined with a generic, humanist ideology that had been 
formerly dimmed by the proletarian dictatorship. This process was to prove that the Soviet 
praxis of the 30s-50s does not directly originate from Marx. Of course, this turn was not 
without conflicts. Among these the most important is the debate after the process of the 
Grundrisse on the Asian mode of production that has helped the critical analysis of the Soviet 
system built on central redistribution.29 

      It turned out that there could be several readings of Marxism, not to mention some of its 
theses.  If one questions their truthfulness, it does not mean that he is questioning the whole 
ideology. A widespread specialized literature is available analyzing the definition of 
alienation and through it the relationships of modern community of commodity producers. 

                                                 
26 The leadership of the French Communist Party has not fought at all for increasing this feeling. See 
FERWAGNER, ibid.  
27 This is also, why I disagree with one of the authors of Hatvannyolc kísértése. Írások az ellenkultúráról és 
örökségéről (The Temptation of Sixty-eight. Writings on Counter-culture and its Heritage) (eds. Tamás Barcsi– 
Gábor Szabó, Budapest 2008). Here Gábor Balázs mentions the Paris events as a “revolution”. Neither the signs, 
nor the method of politics reflects the intention that the rebels might have wanted power for themselves. 
Moreover, it was least so in the rest of the world.  
28 Herbert MARCUS, Soviet Marxism. New York 1958. 
29 One of the important characters of this debate was the Hungarian sinologist Ferenc Tőkei, who wrote that the 
analogy between the Asian mode of production and today’s socialism is scientifically childish, but the Marxists 
had nothing to be afraid of. Jean CHESNAUX quotes him in his study about the researching problems of the Asian 
mode of production. In: Sur le “mode de production asiatique”,Paris 1969, p. 16. Roger Garaudy, in his 
introduction written to this book, does not only emphasise the similarities but also the differences between the 
societies and states of earlier Asian and modern times. Ibid 10. Ferenc TŐKEI ’s studies were first published in 
1965 under the title Az ázsiai termelési mód kérdéséhez (To the Question of the Asian Mode of Production), 
Budapest 1965. 
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One did not have to wait long for a structuralist reading of Marxism either which was equally 
revolutionary as the other movements.30 The intellectual fermentation, the renewing way of 
thinking, the criticism towards state socialism, the neo-capitalism, the analysis and criticism 
of the function of consumer society gave significant influence to Marxism in the world of 
ideologies. Even those who did not accept this theory had to debate it. 

      It was in this intellectual atmosphere that Marcuse’s work The One Dimensional Man was 
published; the book that analyzed and criticized the legitimization of welfare capitalism. It 
had a significant importance in giving a theory-based answer to the question of how the 
capitalist system could integrate those it exploited and how it could form them to its own 
image and how it could domesticate the industrial workers. By differentiating true and false or 
repressive needs, there were possible answers to what happens if the consumer behavior takes 
over. The workers (people, citizens) accepted some needs as real needs, and as such, they 
tried to satisfy them. This way they were stuck in this situation where they could not be 
liberated from the power of the capital. The result is “euphoria in unhappiness”. Marcuse 
thinks this is possible because information and entertainment are hard to differentiate from 
manipulation and programming. This new controlling mechanism works so effectively that 
“those forces that presented the possibility of new existential forms on the industrial society’s 
previous level have disappeared”.31 The disappearing revolutionary class had to give place to 
a new historical subject, that is formed by the organization of individuals capable of self-
governing. It was a mutual and postulated connection between the individual, their self-
governing and the freedom of society.32  

      Guy Debord also started from the reality of appearance. He assumes that „The spectacle is 
a permanent opium war designed to force people to equate goods with commodities and to 
equate satisfaction with a survival that expands according to its own laws”.33 In opposition to 
Marcuse’s view, Debord does not give up his own belief in the historical mission of the class 
that assimilated the other classes and that it makes self-emancipation happen through the act 
of self-government.34     

      Finally, among the historical ideological precedents of 68 it is important to mention the 
struggle of emancipation of the Third World. Not only because liberation struggles had given 
an important theme to the ideologists and politicians of the First and Second World, but also 
because they gave a chance to unmask imperialism again. These matters helped students who 
were dissatisfied with their situation to build their political platform. Moreover, mentioning 
the role of the third world is not only because these people and countries that was fighting for 
their independence or gained their independence in the 60’s has enriched world politics. This 
was all true, but it was also about the fact that the new leaders of these newly independent 
countries have been looking for socialist ideas and for the support of the socialist countries 
when searching for a path to follow. China contributed to this in the form of an example to 
follow as Mao raised the farmers first then the students to the level of the workers and made 
them the subject of the permanent revolution. This happened in the name of Puritanism and 
the disowning of material-consumer needs. Many then thought that besides the proletariat or 
instead of them new “historical subjects”, new characters will appear, the people of the third 

                                                 
30 For example Louis ALTHUSSER, Marx – az elmélet forradalma (Marx – the Revolution of Theory. Selected 
writings in Hungarian), Budapest 1968. 
31 MARCUSE, ibid. p. 34. and pp. 37–38.  
32 ibid p. 243. 
33 DEBORD, ibid p. 13. 
34 ibid p. 56. 
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world, students who will pick up the dirty flag from the ground that was muddied by 
Stalinism, dictatorship and bureaucracy. Sartre clearly felt the emancipation of the Third 
World, when he introduced Frantz Fanon’s book entitled The Wretched of the Earth with the 
following words: not long ago there were a population of two billion in the world: five 
hundred million people and one and a half billion savages.35 

      The 60’s has raised new groups to the level of the “people”, to a citizenship level: the 
people of ex-colonies, minorities, women––groups who did not want someone else to play 
their game for them; they wanted to raise their own voice and wanted to act on their own 
right.36 The students felt this need and mediated it. They identified themselves with those on 
the periphery and half-periphery and with people, societies, and minorities trying to escape 
from there. Norbert Frei said the following, not without reason: in 1968 the West seemed 
wider than its political and geographical boundaries, because the ideologies of freedom have 
crossed these.37 Of course, this theory is only true with the following amendment. The need 
for freedom was very strong; it was not focusing on politics, because the need for social 
liberation, emancipation and self-management was reflected in it with an enormous force. 

      The feeling of universality has strengthened the consciousness of the students. It also 
made the moral content of their attitude richer, but did not lead them to real allies. The 
traditional civil society, its liberal and conservative politicians who shared its values and the 
“historical” Left (excluding the anarchists) have welcomed students, who were suddenly 
appearing among them and had the intention to disturb the world order, belligerently or at 
least took them with a grain of salt. 

The aftermath and the effect of 1968  

Eric Hobsbawm thought that the student revolt was happening outside of the economical and 
political sphere. It was more of a cultural thing that explains the transient nature of the 
movement, and so there was neither an end, nor a start to it.38 There is a lot of truth in this 
assessment, but it is a bit taciturn. First, this does not explain why the light of 68 still shines 
today. Second, it seems to ignore the type of era-forming processes and the huge forces the 
students of the ‘60s had to face.  

      The student movement could only have been a stable political factor if its example and 
ideas had not affected the traditional left in any possible way, or if it had stuck to its uncertain 
situation. The latter would have happened if their rightful demands had been unaccomplished 
or the social integration, the process of admission had stalled, and the students of the 60’s had 
been drifted onto no man’s land. None of this happened. Following 1968 the West, the 
capitalism, the civil democracy has shown again after the 30’s and 40’s that they are able to 
meet the challenges.39 University reforms followed and the professor-student relationship has 
changed. The communist and social democratic parties have started to look for new paths, 
even though they did not necessarily accept what they considered an anarchist type of 
ideology and organizational methods. Welfare capitalism and the consumer society have not 
                                                 
35 Quoted by Fredric JAMESON, The Ideologies of Theory. Essays 1971–1986. Volume 2: The Syntax of History. 
Minneapolis 1986, p. 181. Fanon’s work was published with Sartre’s foreword in Hungarian in 1985. 
36 Jameson thinks that this process was described through different historical visions from Hegel to the new 
leftists, but the main thing is the need for autonomy and the fact that the new historical subject was like a group 
of people with mutual identity, ibid. 
37 FREI, ibid. p. 145. 
38 HOBSBAWM, ibid p. 288. 
39 1968 – The World Transformed, ibid p. 27. 
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been shocked by all this; furthermore, their buoyancy was even higher and tried to expand 
their influence to new areas. By now, the counter-culture had become one of the cultures. 
Rock became an established style, a branch of the entertainment industry. The United States 
has left Vietnam. Maoism has lost its attractiveness. In short, the members of the new 
generation of students were socialized in different circumstances, they have learnt to 
appreciate what they had as well as their better economical status; and their aim was to reach 
the right social status. The following decades did not have that much passion; this is why they 
have never been influenced by radical ideologies. These young people did not see politics and 
culture as a way of liberation, and were not looking for the possibility of self-realization or 
self-governing.  

      In the 70’s the debate on the system––partly caused by the suppression of the socialist 
attempt in Czechoslovakia––slowly became excluded from the Western political and 
intellectual sphere. In the meantime, the argument of “being an intellectual or an employee of 
the big, manufacturing administration machinery” with the new wave of the academic-
technical development, the revolution in electronics and information technology, globalization 
has been decided, or narrowed down to the question of a personal strategy.40          

      The specialized literature dealing with ’68 and the retrospective remembrances does not 
handle with the problems of the following generations––or to be precise, the fact that the 
previous problems were taken off the agenda––but more with the afterlife of the rebellious 
generation. Of course, this is suggestive enough in itself. The insignificant minority that was 
moving towards terrorism can shock one. One could even be ironic about the radical left wing 
people who became millionaires. The “reds” who became “green” cannot be left out from 
here either. The real example, however, is the generation of 68, the members of which later 
became politicians, because they reflect that time is transitory and people are fallible. They 
would be the prodigal sons––and daughters––that returned home. 

      However, nothing is that simple. It was not 1968 that gave birth to student movements, 
but the students of the 60’s made this year historical and they committed this date to history’s 
memory. Those students are now all grown up, and they have changed also, but their act has 
outlived them, and will outlive them. It is not only them that changed, but the world also. 
Politics has been transformed, the class struggle has been overshadowed, the economy and 
society have been transformed and with them, the social relationships have changed as well. 
The middle class had widened and became a new composition, so because of this the power 
relations had to change as well. In this world that was constantly changing and widening due 
to the effects of the 60’s and moreover 1968, people were looking for a new path to follow, 
and felt that they had to abase themselves for their past. They were welcomed in the fields of 
the economy, culture, and politics because of the skills they had obtained. Among other things 
this is the time when the participation at the workplace increased, and there was a new 
relationship between management and workers. The sexual revolution and the aim for a full 
employment, the change in the economical power relations between the genders have 
established women’s emancipation. Minorities have gained bigger attention and finally the 
ways of racial discrimination have become truly unacceptable.41 It has become obligatory to 
respect other cultures. The issue of environmental protection has been gaining ground. Every 

                                                 
40 About the significance of new technology, see Manuel CASTELLS, The Rise of the Network Society, The 
Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture, Vol. I., Cambridge, MA-Oxford 1996. He talks about his career 
with Martin Ince in: Conversations with Manuel Castells. Cambridge, MA, Oxford and Boston 2003.  
41 “The most significant change that was made by the power of social movements of the 1960’s could be the last 
real stretch of civil rights.” See DAHRENDORF, ibid. p. 187. 
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big political trend was trying to learn from its mistakes and all of them were looking for 
people that would bring them new energy. On the one side, it was the case of non self-denial 
(giving up on their own needs), on the other side it was the case of non self-justification. Even 
if order has won, the people holding the power had enough reasons to examine their 
conscience and to think about what they have to do in order to dispel social tension. 

      1968 shed light on the various problems of the western world and the contradictions of 
welfare capitalism, and on how consumer culture makes people defenseless and disarmed. At 
the same time, however, the suppression of the revolt, the taming of the rebels had proved that 
the West is able to meet the challenges, but does not want radical changes.42 Then at the 
beginning of the 70’s the oil and energy crisis had broke out, and the following structural 
change proved that the West is capable of a renewal.      

      Therefore, the student revolts of 1968 have triggered the protective reflex of the civil 
society. The French right has won the elections. In the USA, the Republicans gained power 
and they stayed in power for the following quarter of a century, except for four years. This 
would not have been successful without renewing the conservative ideology. The purpose of 
this is the acknowledgment of the freedom of self-expression and its reconciliation with 
traditional values, capitalist values and with the mode of production.43 The real innovation 
however, was the anti-state status of people (subversive act), that made the interweaving 
possible with neo-liberalism. This might have seemed as if 68 had given the idea to force the 
state back with its subversive actions. The ideology of the state regulation in social 
philosophy was evoked and elaborated by Robert Nozick, who thought the state’s 
involvement and care causes more damage than good most of the time. The self-healing of the 
citizens, the self-correction of the market is more valuable than the presence of the state and 
the increased responsibility.44   

      Of course, the Left also had to draw its own conclusions. Jürgen Habermas was arguing 
for making democracy real. In his opinion, Marx always thought that socialist emancipation 
had to occur while respecting civil rights.45 It is without a doubt that after 1968 the thoughts 
about a civil state changed. The view that the state has to serve and make sure that public 
welfare is available for the citizens become more widespread. One could no more define the 
civil state and democracy as an institute that stands above civil society. From this point 
onwards, left wing politicians were interpreting human, civil and social rights by completing 
and balancing them.  

      Willy Brandt, the leader of the German social democratic party that won the 1969 
elections, was a follower of this point of view. In his policy speech in October1969, he said 
that when the social democrats came into power, it would mean the beginning and not the end 
of democratization.46 In this period there was no question in the social democratic movement 

                                                 
42 This problem is mentioned by the introductory study in The World Transformed, p. 27. 
43 Anthony DWORKIN’s answer to the question of the May issue of Prospect magazine, 2008. 
44 Robert NOZICK’s Anarchy, State and Utopia was released in 1974 in Oxford, and it was arguing mainly 
against John RAWLS’s A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA 1971). Friedrich August von Hayek revealed his 
own criticism about the state in several of his works. About the theories regarding truth and loyalty see Attila 
TANYI , Piac és igazságosság. A piaci társadalom erkölcsi követelményei (Market and Justice. Moral Necessities 
of the Market Society) Budapest 2000. 
45 HABERMAS, Autonomy and Solidarity, ibid. p. 233. 
46 Heinrich POTTHOF–Susanne MILLER, The Social Democratic Party of Germany 1848–2005, Bonn 2006. pp. 
213–216. Jürgen Kocka and Thomas Meyer, the two excellent German historians also think that the German 
social democrats would have never won without 1968. See Frankfurter Hefte – Neue Gesellschaft, 2008, No. 3. 
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and ideology that the state’s economical and re-distributing role has to be limited. It was not a 
matter of argument either that it was important to expand the state’s undertaking of social 
obligations. To them this was one of 1968’s lessons. It is another issue to consider that such 
commitments that meant additional burdens happened at a time when the effectiveness and 
pace of economic growth were decreasing. First, in 1971, the international exchange system 
collapsed, then not long after, in 1973, an economical crisis broke out.47  

      The West European communists also analyzed the situation.48 It was already significant 
that many of their parties condemned the military actions against Czechoslovakia. Roger 
Garaudy’s book entitled The Turning-Point of Socialism has been published in 1969. He drew 
the conclusion from the student movements, the development of technology and science that 
there was a huge transformation in process, saying that the role of intellectual work was still 
increasing and there was no real chance of a revolution. According to Garaudy, the main 
question of the next period would be whether technology would be the source of affluence 
and human fulfillment or the cause of anarchy and contingency.49 He believes that for the 
former socialism is needed, but not the kind that exists in Eastern Europe. The technical 
development, the computer can help to establish socialism based on self-management. The 
duty of the state is to cease private ownership, nothing else.50 Garaudy called upon the French 
communist party to make it clear that they do not want to create the socialism similar to the 
Soviet Union. The main point of this strategy is the union with the new intellectuals and its 
form is not to deny, but to surpass civil democracy.51 This was too much for the French 
Communist Party to take. A few years later, however, they were working on a program 
together with the socialist party. Later on many of its theoreticians were been helping at the 
birth of euro-communism.  

1968 not only killed the appeal of socialism. It also killed the theory popular in the 1960’s 
that talked about the gradual convergence of the two regimes. 

      This year brought something new into the ideological struggle between the respective 
leading powers of the two regimes. Until 1968 liberalism could justify itself by the success of 
the welfare system and with more or less success it could expose the communist ideology by 
pointing at the insufficiency of the Soviet regime and dictatorship. Marxism-Leninism could 
see itself justified by establishing the military balance, by its scientific successes, and by the 
social orientation detected in the third world. 1968 with its plenitude damaged the mutually 
postulated and justified pair of opposites that defined international politics, which, until then, 
justified all compromises and meant an unavoidable reality for the politicians of other 
countries.  The human ambition for emancipation, the aim to humanize the economy, the need 
for democratizing based on participation attack the welfare society and the dictatorial, 
bureaucratic socialism. 

                                                 
47 Dahrendorf writes the following about this: the new undertakings of obligations were made by states that were 
not in a position to realize them. Ibid. p. 188. See also Van Der WEE, ibid 72–74., 427. 
48 Unlike the Soviet Communist party, which, as far as 1968 was concerned, was only interested in the crisis that 
seemed to substantiate its policy. After this, they did not show any sympathy to the student movement, and they 
thought of them more as of a threat than a possibility. This is proven by the speech of Boris Ponomarev, the chief 
of the International Department of the CPSU Central Committee, told at the congress of the Italian Communist 
Party in February 1969. He talked about the proletariat as a revolutionary force, whose fight shall be joined by 
the other social strata as well, including the young people. See B. N. PONOMARJOV, Izbrannoye-rechi i staty, 
Moscow 1977, pp. 338–339. 
49 GARAUDY , Ibid. pp. 23–24. 
50 Ibid. p. 143. 
51 Ibid pp. 208–227. 
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      However, one could also say naturally that 1968 was only a comet in the space between 
the great powers, that shined brightly, but it went as fast as it came. Moreover, with its 
disappearance, things could have got back to their original place. The USA could have seen 
itself justified in light of the Soviet military action against Czechoslovakia, and by landing on 
the moon, etc. The Soviet Union could have pointed at Vietnam. After 1968, however, they 
could not just conduct world politics as they had before. The USA should have left Vietnam. 
Although the Brezhnev-doctrine made it clear, the Soviet Union shall adhere to 1945 and 
would not give up its sphere of influence. Even so, as the years between 1969 and 1975 made 
it clear, they had to make sacrifices in order to keep the status quo, because through detente, 
the county had to accept the fact that human rights are above regimes, empires and the borders 
of states.  

Apparent digression: About the Hungarian 1968 in brief52 

Neither the relevant international historiography, nor the international left wing tradition 
keeps record of the Hungarian 1968. The student revolts and the Prague Spring, then its 
dramatic end took the spotlight off Hungary and the economic reform that had started here 
that same year. Since then only the history of economy and that of rock music deal with that 
period and comparative economic history mentions more about the Hungarian events of this 
year. In my opinion, the purpose of this essay and its observational starting point is to 
concentrate on the meaning and not the form, and these would directly demand that the 
Hungarian reaction to the student movement is mentioned. More importantly, it is vital to 
discuss the social and political philosophy and content of the Hungarian economical reform. 

      The first months of 1968 brought excitement into the reserved life of Hungarian politics 
that had been lacking in spectacles and action the previous years. On January 1, the reform of 
economic management started its journey. At the same time, Czechoslovakian politics took a 
huge turn. In Vietnam the partisans started their freedom struggle. In March the student revolt 
in Warsaw has frayed the Hungarian party leaders’ nerves. Then emerged Paris. The bustle of 
events was actually helping the leaders of the Hungarian communist party, because it justified 
their ideologies, and their commitment for change.  Simultaneously they worried more about 
what would happen if the control slips out of the Czechoslovak party’s hands, and about what 
would happen if the Hungarian students started their movement as well.  

     The attention was focused on these questions is shown by the fact that in July in the party’s 
theoretical magazine there were several articles dealing with the Western student movements, 
and with the topics that they had brought into attention.53 Among them the most important is 
Ferenc Fehér’s article entitled “Formal democracy and terror”, dealing with the assassinations 
of the American politicians, Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King. In reality, however, 
Fehér was trying to convince the leaders of the party and the party’s intellectuals not to 
suspend their politics regarding democracy. In his opinion terror showed the boundaries of 

                                                 
52 See about Hungary’s sixties. Ignác ROMSICS: Hungary in the Twentieth Century. Budapest, 1999. 333–336, 
362–364, 390–396. p. 
53 Társadalmi Szemle, 1968, No. 7. At the same time Béla Köpeczi is talking about some of the questions of the 
university life and István Kovács talks about the crisis of the fifth republic, László Nagy and dr. Mátyás Szűrös 
describe the West German extraparlamentary democratic opposition, and Peter Schmidt wrote about competency 
and lay democracy.  
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formal democracy, sobered people who had harbored illusions; therefore, the democratizing 
of socialism could be continued from a wider base.54 

      A month later––with unusual pace––, a small book that was dealing with the main places 
and events of the Western European student revolts was published. The editor’s foreword did 
not deny that the students had been expressing their dissatisfaction in socialist countries as 
well, but these—as opposed to the western revolts—were not against the system, but were 
only aiming to mend those faults and omissions that caused them in the first place.55 In 
October, the book about the French May was already in stores. In this book, written after the 
French elections, the opinion of the French communists is reflected regarding the electoral 
loss, stating that radical leftism helped the conservatives to win.56  

      In the 1970’s the student movement lost its ideological timeliness, and in lieu of this, its 
main topic became the rejection of the radical Left’s criticism of socialism.  This shift is 
clearly present in Béla Köpeczi’s works.57 He partly accepted the radical western Left for 
their opposing capitalism, but he also attacked them, because they did not appreciate the 
“existing socialism” enough. The latter, however, was justifiable in the contemporary mood, 
especially when looking at it from the point of view of the Hungarian reform and not the post-
1972 sudden stop of the reform.  

      The Hungarian reform, in its “quiet” way, fitted well into 1968’s main line, although the 
western radical Left did not see it that way. They disliked the expansion of the scope of 
commodity production, releasing the market laws and strengthening stake. In all this, the 
radical leftist theoreticians could see a convergence towards capitalism rather than the 
renewal of socialism. Even so, the intention to withdraw the economy from direct political 
control, to terminate the order-like plans, to shift towards market relations, to clear the direct 
connections between the characters of economical sphere, and to establish the independency 
of companies was carrying a different meaning in this regime. Emancipating economy from 
politics meant that the possibility of human action and participation has increased. The 
possibility of certain people and social groups to enforce their interest improved. Reviving the 
group interest between the poles of common and individual interest changed not only the 
economy, but politics and the function of the political regime as well. It was not the frames 
that changed but the relations between players.  

      The Hungarian Reform of 1968 can also be interpreted as the culmination and ending of 
the de-Stalinization process. Since the thawing was connected to Khrushchev, it brought a real 
political renewal, and an intellectual and scientific, cultural fermentation that not even the 
drama of 1956 could set back. György Lukács and the “Budapest school” forming from his 

                                                 
54 Less than 2 months later, the invasion of Czechoslovakia dispelled his illusions and he expressed his anger by 
signing the Korčula declaration.  
55 Lázadó diákok. Párizsban, Rómában, Nyugat-Berlinben (Rebelling Students in Paris, Rome and West-Berlin) 
Works of BUZÁSI János, PÁLFY  József, VÁMOS Imre. Ed.: Bognár Károly. Budapest, 1968, pp. 5–6. 
56 KOVÁCS István, Májusi vihar Párizsban (The May Strom in Paris) Budapest 1968, p. 62. The book entitled 
Diákmozgalmak Nyugaton. Cikkek, beszédek, dokumentumok  (Student Movements in the West. Articles, 
Speeches, Documents)( Intr. Gombár József, Budapest 1969) mainly followed the same logic.  
57 Béla KÖPECZI wrote the book entitled Reform vagy forradalom. Diákság, egyetem, társadalom Nyugat-
Európában (Reform or Revolution. Students, University and Society in West-Europe) (Budapest) in 1970. In 
this, he made several important documents available to Hungarian readers. Then he published the book entitled 
Az “új baloldal” ideológiája (The Ideology of the “New Left”) (Budapest) in 1974. 
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students contributed to the renaissance of Marxism with significant accomplishments.58 In the 
sixties the economy, law, sociology and historical science started to improve fast. These were 
partial, but important steps on the path towards democratization. This is true even if the 
entirety of human rights, the acknowledgement of differences, pluralism, and the realization 
of freedom and justice together never were part of the aims of the reform.  

1968 from 40 years of distance 

Let us assume that 1968 was an atypical revolt, that it was not the fight of the most oppressed, 
the most humiliated, and the most exploited; therefore, that it was not done by people who 
really had the reason or even the tools and the power. This riot was rather a burst of fury than 
a well-thought and well-designed series of actions. What happened was the awakening of the 
representatives of politics and economy to the fact that everything is false, nothing is right and 
a solution has to be found for the problems of the students who were abandoned because they 
were considered privileged.  In this regard, the revolt had reached its aim: university reforms 
followed, the social status of intellectual workers became stronger, since technocracy, special 
administration and qualification were widening continually. The professionals were playing 
more and more influential roles in the economical and social spheres and in politics. The 
cause of the process of the formation of the new middle class was the technological 
revolution, by the widening of the service sector and by an ever-increasing participation in the 
science method of production, even though it was politically motivated as well. This process 
brought a significant change in the life of intellectuals. Firstly, it underrated the role classic 
intellectuals played in creating ideologies and mediating values, and it turned those in 
possession of intellectual knowledge into professionals, technologist, public officers and so-
called intellectual skilled workers. Secondly, the new group of intellectuals, who were 
involved in production and played influential roles as members of the bureaucracy, 
technocracy and management, has increased and re-formed itself and the middle class as well. 
This formation, the new social middle class increasing in number with people coming from 
lower classes and people from the intellectual sphere, was becoming stronger and stronger. It 
also started to increase its political influence from the end of the 1970s and its existence 
influenced the neo-conservative and neo-liberal philosophy and economics.  

      It is obvious that the third way social democratic renewal was due to the realization that if 
the Left were unable to represent the interest of this new and wide social group, it would have 
no chances of gaining power. Of course, in this turn mutualism also comes across, because the 
groups of this new heterogeneous middle class started to get information from many angles. 
They also tried to make the Left stand on their side. From that day onwards, the new middle 
class is not checking on only one party on the political battlefield but on both. Thus, they can 
feel safer and some of their centrally positioned groups can easily shift their position from 
central right to central left and back. Between certain segments of the middle class, until the 
regime works, the economy is growing, and the existing small clashes of interest and different 
views do not hold the basic common interest back. Certain groups, however, feel the social 
exclusion, mainly because of their different socialization and interests. These groups do not 
accept this exclusion, thus they do not accept for anyone to be deprived of the possibility to 
rise and be in a sort of social safety. Overall, from the end of the 1970’s, different groups of 
the reformed middle class––maybe except for Scandinavia––have shown a more significant 
solidarity towards each other than the lower social classes. After this, the dividing line 

                                                 
58 It is enough to refer to Ágnes Heller and György Márkus’s work here.  
 



György Földes: Double Mirror: 1968–2008  18/22 

between the central left and central right was based on the debate about the role of the 
government, re-division and welfare accomplishments. 

      Accepting the culture of 1968 into the high culture, integrating the counter-culture and 
making it conform was the concomitant phenomenon and expression of how the middle class 
was reborn, reformed, widened and formed in the capitalism of globalization. Fredric Jameson 
thinks that although postmodernism is offensive in nature, it is not a counter-culture anymore. 
It is the determining, supreme aesthetics of the consumer society, and as such, it serves at the 
laboratory for creating new forms and fashions. In this process the culture loses its 
independence, it is almost absorbed into social life in which everything becomes cultural—a 
mere spectacle or illusion.59 It is interesting that although from a different point of view, even 
Mihály Vajda regards 1968 as the symbolic date marking the end of modernity and the 
beginning of the postmodern culture.60 

From a historical point of view, the 1960’s—especially 1968—seemed like a borderline 
between modern and postmodern. Jameson believes that in this period capitalism eliminated 
the segregation of those areas that had still been untouched and undetermined by capitalism, 
namely the areas that fell “outside”, i.e. the Third World, and those that were “inside”, i.e. the 
unconscious.61 Generally speaking, by the end of the sixties the extensive spreading of the 
capital and also the era of modernity had been finished. At least in the sense of that, not a 
single area remained on Earth and in our human-social world that was untouched by the 
pressure of competition and change.62  

      I would only like to add one more thing to all this. In this view, there is a certain similarity 
between 1848 and 1968.63 If we consider the spreading process of capitalism, the revolutions 
of 1848 were about the disruption of the slightly affected feudalisms and about the integration 
of its areas and societies. Marx and Engels believed those revolutions were just as much 
results of the crisis of capitalist production as of the crisis of feudalism. This explains why 
they were so optimistic. The events justified the anticipation. If one like, Marx and Engels 
made a mistake “in theory”; their thinking was driven by the intention when they saw the 
possibility for the end of capitalism in a sudden expansion break, in “labour-pains”. From the 
point of view of globalization, the comparison almost offers itself. The changes and 
ideological fights of the 60’s that peaked in 1968 were concomitant of the historical process. 
Lifting the working class into the civil society, the agriculture revolution of the Third World, 
the occupation of the new intellectuals, and the sexual liberation are all parts and results of the 
globalization process. According to this logic, the next stop is 1989.64 This year carries a 
deeper connotation compared to 1968, because the fall of the Eastern European state 

                                                 
59 JAMESON, ibid pp. 196, 201. The writer uses Marcuse and Debord’s ideas here. I am not prepared to make a 
statement in connection with post-modern, but ’68 makes it unavoidable. Jameson proves this.  
60 See his study in VAJDA Mihály, 1968: vég és kezdet (1968: End and Beginning), in: 68 kísértése, ibid p. 17. 
61 Frederik JAMESON, The Ideologies of Theory. Essays 1971–1986. Vol. 1–2. Minneapolis 1988, p. 207. 
62 I am not convinced that by this act the notion of modernization had become meaningless. Therefore, the post-
modern rather signifies the ideology and the situation within the developed society, and the strange but effective 
pair of being without an alternative and the constant changes. 
63 Hannah Arendt compared the significance of 1968 to 1848 as she wrote it in her letter to Karl and Gertrud 
Jaspers on the 24th of June 1968. Quoted by FREI, ibid p. 197. Possibly, the democratic performance made her 
write it. Zsolt EMŐDY analyses her views about the movements of the 60’s in his study Hannah Arendt és az 
ellenkultúra (Hannah Arendt and the counter-culture) in: Hatvannyolc kísértése. 
64 Thus, if 1968 was not a revolution at all, but based on the world regime idea, Wallerstein and the others do had 
the right to link 1968 to 1989. 
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socialisms was not only a chance for globalization to move forward, but also the failure of 
trying to surpass capitalism and a failure of its alternative as well.65 

      The failure had already foreshadowed 1968. After the events of this particular year, the 
governmental, bureaucratic, Soviet socialism lost its attractiveness for good due to the attempt 
in silencing the democratic, human faced socialism. They had rightful doubts whether the 
socialist system could be democratized and reformed at all. I believe that 1968 actually 
showed that the socialist economy and political arrangements could be reformed. The problem 
was not that, however, rather the fact that the Soviet leadership did not let reforms be 
developed based on political, ideological and foreign affairs considerations, although the 
forfeit of the socialist future was reform and democratization. This realization forced György 
Lukács in 1968 to write his book entitled The Present and Future of Democratization.66 
Roger Garaudy was the first in line of the western communists who noticed that the Soviet 
example was unable to move masses, who were trying to find new paths and new strategies. 
Aleksander Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago was the last drop. After this and of course 
after 1968 they could not truthfully represent and accept the aim of modernization, of closing 
up and the ideology of equality and justice as opposed to human rights and democratic norms. 
It was time for Jorge Semprun, Santiago Carrillo, Enrico Berlinguer to arrive. Euro-
communism is nothing but an attempt, albeit a not very successful one, to answer this 
challenge. The communist movement lost its determining influence on the Left first in France, 
later in Spain and in Italy too. The social democratic, socialist parties that were aiming for the 
center took this role and who accepted the reality of capitalism, and most of them took office 
sooner or later.67 Thus the prolonged fight for democracy, human rights and the welfare 
society was completed in Western Europe. This is why Ralf Dahrendorf could say that the 
twentieth century is the century of social democracy. However, the completion happened just 
as globalization, the change of world economy and the competition related to this attacked the 
welfare society, and the social market economy.68 

      In any case, after 1968 the fight between the Left and the Right was not conducted as a 
form of the debate of system, partly because of the realignment in the Left, and partly because 
of the neo-liberal, neo-conservative turn in the world. After 1968, being a socialist did not 
necessarily mean wanting socialism, and a political and moral commitment to form a social 
regime based on socialist ideology. Today the Left does not attack but defends the welfare 
state. 

      Finally, let me add another informative fact, which is in close relation with the post-1968 
realignment of the Left. There was no attach from the centre to the centre after the student 
revolts, there have been hardly any examples for this predating the revolts and certainly none 
in the USA and the UK.  To put it differently: since then none of the significant social or 
political powers tried to form a question about capitalist arrangements. Additionally, the 

                                                 
65 The happiness it caused made Francis FUKUYAMA  to write and say that he has probably regretted since then: 
history has ended. Cf. The End of History and the Last Man, New York 1992. 

66 This work was published in German only in 1985 in Budapest: Demokratisierung heute und morgen, then 
exactly 20 years post festa, in 1988, it was published in Hungarian as well (Budapest 1988). 
67 It is a different matter that, for example, in France the leftist intellectuals of 1968 were disappointed by the 
winning socialist-communist coalition of the 1981 election. See Keith A. READER, ibid. 
68 DAHRENDORF, ibid pp. 189–190. 
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regime debate was replaced by the discussion on civilizations.69 Therefore, it is not surprising 
that in the last two decades, the criticism of capitalism is connected to fundamentalism 
mainly, and due to its links to terrorism, it gets the biggest attention. This is also true if in the 
meantime the anti-globalization movements are getting more and more powerful.70 

      Not all this means that the situation would stay unchanged forever. It is enough to think 
about the strengthening of the South American socialist Left or the financial crisis of 2008 
and its consequences.  

Today––from 1968’s point of view  

It is not an obvious thing to say that the current situation, world capitalism and its society 
resembles the 1960`s and the world of 1968 so much, that the analyses, characterizations and 
criticisms of that time, albeit with one or two changes, are applicable, valid and true today. 
Anyone who says that the most important things, such as the developments of globalization, 
the collapse of the dictatorial socialism, the environmental-ecological threat, did not change, 
are raising the value of 1968. This opportunity is especially attractive to those who can see the 
reasons for today’s problems––and the biggest threat––in the current ruling system and its 
functional logic. Everyone who calls for immediate action upon seeing the crisis potential in 
today’s capitalism knows that one of the ways to mobilize the society is if they refer to 1968, 
if they try to recall its ideologies. It is a well-known method to evoke the memory of the old 
glory and its heroes. Not coincidentally today’s rightists, seeing the multiplication of the signs 
of the crisis, repeatedly mention 1968 as an attack on western civilization and national 
culture.71 Their aim is obviously to prevent the new generation of today’s intellectuals, who 
are facing ever-increasing problems, from finding their way to the ideologies of the 60`s and 
being oriented to the left. It is just as important for today’s establishment to convince the 
movements of the minorities not to regard street riots as a useful weapon.  

      Overall, it would be a mistake to talk only about the similarities and the timeliness of 
those ideologies. Although it would be an even bigger mistake giving up on the examination 
of the sixties, on reviewing the ideological heritage of 1968 and most of all on the critical 
analysis of today’s situation. This cannot be done without a historical view. In today’s world, 
when the definitive opinion is organized into an ideology somewhere between the apology of 
the capitalist method of production and its acknowledgment as a necessary bad, the leftist 
criticism of the regime helps one to find the way. 

      In 1998, Jürgen Habermas wrote an article marking the 100th anniversary of Herbert 
Marcuse’s birth. This period, the very end of the twentieth century, was the time of the total 
victory of globalization, when the most developed countries were continuing developing 
strongly and every other country was dealing with adjustments and closing up. These were the 
years when the third way oriented British and German social democracy finally became able 
to take power and govern. Habermas said that Marcuse had seen the negative social 
consequences of the economical development, the destroying force in it and the power that 
                                                 
69 I have dealt with this question earlier. See Vita a civilizációról – vita a rendszerről (Debate on Civilization – 
Debate on System). In: Civilizáció az ezredfordulón (Civilization in the Millennium), Eds: Rimma Salos– Endre 
Kiss. Budapest 1997, pp. 91–95. 
70 The criticism of the Greens is in relation to human rights and technologies. Both, of course, are dealing with 
the mode of production, but neither puts it in the centre of attention.  
 
71It is enough to think about the speeches and words of the French Nicolas Sarkozy or the Hungarian Viktor 
Orbán.  
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takes over people. Even if the notions he used sounded a bit strange, one does not need a new 
language to “see together” the development and its negative consequences.72 We might need a 
neology, because “postmodernism disarmed the self-interpretation of modernity. We are not 
certain anymore whether the democratic conception of society, stating that through the will 
and consciousness of its united citizens, society controls itself politically, is a charmingly old-
fashioned or rather a dangerous utopia. Furthermore, neo-liberalism going hand in hand with a 
sort of pessimistic anthropology makes us more and more accustomed day by day to the new 
state of the world, in which social inequality and exclusion are considered natural facts once 
again.”73 

      Today this approach is more current than it was in 1998. Social inequality is not less than 
it was 10 years ago, the gap between the countries’ level of development has widened instead 
of narrowing. There are not less, but more social outcasts, both in proportion and in numbers, 
more people at the edge of livelihood and people without chances to develop and rise and in 
the meantime the security and ecological risks have been increasing. 

      This why Slavoj Zizek is right when he disregards the usual procedure in the case of the 
anniversaries. We should not only examine what was 1968, as he wrote, but we should also 
examine how the present looks in the view of 1968. He rejects the kind of realism that states 
that the radical leftist strategy gives up on the taking the power and instead focuses on 
forming new spheres, ones that are beyond traditional politics and economy. He believes 1968 
denied the regime in its entirety. The threatening ecological catastrophe, the difficulties of 
privately owned intellectual products, the ethical dilemmas regarding scientific improvements 
and the new forms of apartheid cannot be deduced from the weakness of certain parts of the 
regime but from problems of the regime as a whole. These themes, the disposition over public 
welfare and social exclusion are all topics that raise the question: should capitalism be left to 
its own logic? Today the case is not the same as it was earlier, when the proletariat could only 
lose their chains; today we can lose everything. This is why we must not give up surpassing 
capitalism, so that we can prevent the situation in which we would all become outcasts and 
pariahs. It is not coincidental that Zizek takes the quote of “Let’s be realistic, and demand the 
impossible” from the slogans of 1968.74 Of course liberal and conservative ideologists could 
answer to this that all of it is tempting God. Beyond capitalism, there could only be the world 
of chaos or totalitarianisms. History has stated its irrevocable judgment in this question.  

1968 can be brought into this argument. On the one hand, there was enough reason to revolt 
against it even in its better form. On the other hand, it proves that capitalism and civil society 
was able to fight its crises and to renew itself while keeping the democratic rules. Why would 
this be any different today than it was before? 

      Well, I would not argue the truth of the last point and its legitimacy. It is still early to raise 
alarm-bells. Without a doubt, capitalist arrangements always won the race against time, even 
when it was not easy and demanded victims. Economically, militarily and ideologically it was 
very strong. Its ideologies are leading notions, and its function influences culture and 
everyday life. Now, when it is alone on the field, it is time to find out what it can do with its 
autocracy.  

                                                 
72 This dialectic point of view was originally belonged to Marxism. 
73 See Jürgen HABERMAS, The Postnational Constellation: Political Essays, Cambridge, MA 2001;  Hungarian: 
A posztnemzeti állapot. Politikai esszék. Budapest  2006, pp. 143–144. 
74 In the study Slavoj ZIZEK,  In 1968: Structures walked the street – Will they do it again. In: Satterthwaite, 
Piper & Sikes (eds): Power in the Academy, Stoke on Trent 2009, pp. 15-33.  



György Földes: Double Mirror: 1968–2008  22/22 

      The least is that most of the affected people would not simply watch this from the 
sidelines, waiting to see what happens. We cannot just sit and watch whether the crisis can be 
battled, or the issue of the growth of the population can be handled, the ecological catastrophe 
avoided. 

      It is not debatable that those who believe change is inevitable have to act responsibly. The 
division of labor that operated the world in the past decades has become more complicated. 
The mutual dependency is more and more comprehensive, and the problems of millions are 
more and more depressing. The question is which way of thinking is better? The one that puts 
today’s world order, world regime and their methods of operation in the first place; or the one 
that is focusing on the problems to be solved, and that analyses which solution would offer a 
better and safer future and sustainable development for the majority of people? In my opinion, 
and history seems to confirm my belief, that looking for alternatives was not useless, and it 
was useful for capitalism, since it is not a perfect self-regulating system. This was/is shown by 
its crises. This is exactly why it could be so successful, because if not necessarily by itself, or 
without conflicts, but the citizens were able to build new regulating elements into their 
regime. First, they put a guard in front of the market, and secondly, if they had to, they even 
intervened in the market’s life. They would not have done it without a socialist challenge. 
Only today we are able to see the threats this kind of legitimacy is full of; the legitimacy that 
welfare capitalism has built on. However, it is also revealed that should neo-liberalism force 
back the state’s from playing an active economic and social role by criticizing this legitimacy, 
it would create dangers that are even more significant. 

      From all this it can be seen that the leftist criticism of the regime does not hurt but helps, 
even if the globalization elite does not accept its normal positions, and even if they are unable 
to line up enough political forces behind its ideologies. Although it still helps in 
understanding the problems and working out the solutions. Who would argue that, for 
example, the fear regarding the environment present in the 1962 Port Huron declaration is not 
timely anymore? Thus the basic desire for freedom, self-determination and the need for 
justice that were expressed by the student movements and revolts in 1968, are all important 
today. Juxtaposing these needs with today’s realities does not take us back to the past, but 
helps in our self-examination and the exploration of possibilities.  

The interest in 1968 does not come from the pursuit of knowledge of the past nor from 
nostalgia, but from unsolved cases, serious tensions of today’s world and also from the fact 
that many of the questions raised 40 years ago are still very much timely. The need for 
human(istic) social relations drives those looking for new paths to follow to analyze history 
and tradition critically: understanding 1968 does not make self-definition harder but actually 
helps it. We are not only doing something good when we do not let progressive and political 
traditions to be forgotten, if we revaluate 1968 based on the past 40 years; we are not making 
a mistake either if we use the sixties, the halo of 1968 and its experiences in the analysis of 
today’s world.75 

 

                                                 
75 This is what Fredric Jameson does in his above-cited writings on modern and post-modern culture, and this is 
Slavoj Zizek’s undertaking in his previously referenced study.  
 


