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IN A 1968 SPEECH on worldwide student unrest, the Executive Secretary of the Inter-Agency
Youth Committee, Robert Cross, interpreted the youth of the 1960s as the “first truly
international generation.” For Cross, this was not the result of tight organizational networks. In
his view, students in many countries shared similar political and philosophical problems and
looked to their peers to solve them. This created “a great cross-fertilization, a very rapid and
effective student grape-vine.” As Cross summed it up, “What happens in New York is known
overnight in Paris and Manila. The speeches of Rudi Dutschke are in the hands of Mark Rudd
faster than you can seem to get your mail delivered.”1

The global consciousness and interconnectedness exhibited by student activists was
certainly not invented in the 1960s. The gradual evolution of an internationalism set apart from
military power and national considerations can be observed throughout the twentieth century.
Its various brands include economic, legal, and socialist forms of internationalism, and a
cultural internationalism that was associated with the creation of a just and peaceful world
order (embodied in Wilsonian concepts of international order, as in the League of Nations or
the United Nations). The young generation of the 1960s and their protest were both a product
and a further catalyst of this internationalism, which was perpetuated by a host of inter-and
non-governmental organizations and fostered by the achievements in communication technology
after the Second World War. The global dimension of their protest was thus a profound
response to the cold war.2 Through their transnational affiliations and cross-cultural
borrowings, the protesting students of the 1960s were able to envision a new, albeit very
vague, global order outside the constraints of cold war conformity. This alternative vision and
opening of the transnational sphere contributed to the dramatic growth of INGOs (such as
Amnesty International, Greenpeace, Doctors Without Borders, Human Rights Watch) concerned
with the preservation of fundamental human rights, nuclear disarmament or environmental
issues, which emerged during the second half of the decade and has continued ever since.3 As
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink have observed, “The new networks have depended on the
creation of a new kind of global public (or civil society), which grew as a cultural legacy of
the 1960s. Both the activism that swept Western Europe, the United States, and many parts of
the world during that decade, and the vastly increased opportunities for international contact,
contributed to this shift.”4 The protest movements of the 1960/70s therefore enhanced the
cultural and institutional infrastructures that fostered the rise of the third sector and helped
pave the way for the global community we live in today.

The emancipation from the rigid geopolitical system of the cold war and desire for an
alternative world order was already discernible at the beginning of the 1960s in the emergence
of the New Left in both West Germany and the United States; in fact, this shared vision was one
of the reasons why in 1961/62 German SDS member Michael Vester was able to connect to his
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American counterparts and inject many of his organization's critical views on anticommunism
and the cold war in Europe into the final version of the Port Huron Statement. At the same time,
the personal and institutional infrastructure that Vester had created between the two
organizations ultimately paved the way for their broader transatlantic cooperation in the
second half of the decade, which saw a transformation of their opposition against the
constraints of cold-war ideology into open resistance against the war in Vietnam.

German student leader Rudi Dutschke was most explicit in this regard, envisioning a global
revolutionary strategy that was to form a “second front” against the worldwide reach of
capitalism and imperialism, which for him was most visible in the U.S. involvement in
Vietnam. This counter-alliance included a worldwide information network and academic
institutes in the urban centers of the First World. As embodiments of Che Guevara's foco
theory, these institutes were supposed to organize public solidarity with the revolutionary
movements of the Third World and function as links to them. The American SDS and the
protest scene in the United States, regarded as a branch that operated in the center of
imperialist aggression, figured prominently in this concept, which surfaced around the Vietnam
Congress in Berlin in February 1968. In the course of 1968, the International News and
Research Institute (INFI) in West Berlin, as well as various international conferences,
attempted to put this projected transnational resistance into practice. Dutschke's plans to
emigrate to the United States, as well as the activities of the U.S. Campaign and the West
Berlin chapter of the American SDS, have to be seen in the context of this new type of
internationalism, which sought to transcend the constraints of the cold war and derived its
urgency from a fundamental opposition to U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia.

The African American civil rights movement similarly changed how student activists on
both sides of the Atlantic viewed the cold war. For members of both the German and American
SDSs, the African American struggle of the late 1960s came to be seen as part of an
international class conflict that also manifested itself in the national liberation movements in
Asia, Africa, and South America. Showing solidarity with Black Power was therefore part of
resisting global capitalism and imperialism. But just as American direct-action techniques
became part of a comprehensive revolutionary theory when imported to a West German
context, so too was Black Power transformed in its recontextualization in the Federal
Republic. At the beginning of the 1970s, it merged with West German students' increasing
fascination with Frantz Fanon's theories on decolonization and the liberating features of
violence. Particularly in the case of the Red Army Faction, Black Power and postcolonial
redefinitions of identity merged with a coming to terms with the National Socialist past, thus
developing into an especially relentless German template for terrorism in the metropolis of the
First World.

Eventually, however, this “other” transatlantic alliance did not succeed in toppling the
international order of the cold war. The anti-imperialist second front that it sought to build in
the First World in solidarity with the national liberation movements taking place in developing
countries did not materialize. The protest movements turned out to be too heterogeneous and
shaped too much by national conditions for activists to reach any consensus on issues such as
militancy, the relationship of the New Left to the working class, or their solidarity with the
Third World, let alone a joint revolutionary agenda. As a result, they failed to implement any
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permanent form of a transnationally operating New Left that could seriously challenge the
stability of national governments or official alliance politics.

This does not mean, however, that their efforts went unnoticed or had no effect on political
decision-makers. As the present study has shown, U.S. officials were very clear about the fact
that the young generation of the late 1960s was the first “post-cold war” generation who
actively sought to overcome the geopolitical constraints of the antagonistic power blocs. As an
internal research paper of the Department of State from 1967 suggested, “[T]he policy
priorities of youth may run counter to the requirements imposed on the US by its role as a
world power.” For the young generation, the paper argued, “communism is neither a threat to
the nation nor an answer to their problems. They seem to feel, one suspects, that for the older
generation communism has come to serve as a pretext for not coming to grips with the serious
problems of our society in fields like civil rights, poverty, slum clearance, and the host of other
difficulties that afflict mass urban life.”5 Having come of age in the political rhetoric of detente
and bridge-building in the early 1960s, student activists now challenged their governments to
follow up on their promises; and their more radical ideas and actions to transform not only
their own societies but also the sphere of international relations soon began to occupy political
decision-makers.6

What was first perceived as a global imitation of the Free Speech Movement at the
University of California, Berkeley, and as part of an international movement against the war in
Vietnam, now came to be considered a far more serious problem for American foreign policy.
In the view of U.S. diplomats, the increased communication among the young generation
worldwide had by the end of the decade facilitated an international protest culture that was
fundamentally opposed to American interests and policies. U.S. missions in West Germany, for
example, were particularly concerned about the effect of student militancy on the internal
stability and political landscape of the Federal Republic. The divided city of Berlin as one of
the hot spots of the cold war naturally occupied a special place in their reporting. American
diplomats, however, perceived youthful unrest as a problem affecting the whole country, since
protesting students attacked American installations, consulates, military bases, and Amerika
Hauser (America Houses) all over the Federal Republic, from Hamburg to Munich. Faced with
growing internal unrest in the country of one of its closest allies during the cold war, the U.S.
government not only stepped up its monitoring of student activities in West Germany but also
decided to make the young generation the primary target group of its cultural and educational
activities.

Many American officials feared that the ideology of student protesters might resonate within
the established parties, thereby causing a leftist turn of the new social-liberal administration of
Willy Brandt coming into office in 1969. American diplomats were concerned that this could
not only help foster independent German efforts at détente but, even more worrisome, lead to a
neutralist position of the country in the cold war; in other words, they were afraid that the idea
of an alternative geopolitical order outside the traditional power blocs of East and West would
gain ground among the political elite and future leaders in the Federal Republic.

For the U.S. government, the case of West Germany was not an isolated phenomenon.
Concerned about a gradual loss of foreign youth to the Soviet Union, the Department of State,
with the support of President John F. Kennedy and Attorney General Robert Kennedy, had
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already set up the Inter-Agency Youth Committee (IAYC) in 1962 to win over the hearts and
minds of youth across the globe. The goal of bringing representatives from various branches of
the State Department as well as key government agencies together in this committee was to
provide a central platform to coordinate all government efforts targeting the young generation
abroad. When the international antiwar movement in the mid-1960s confronted the Johnson
administration with an increasing hostility toward its foreign policies, the IAYC became the
natural center for devising an appropriate government response to protect American interests.
Especially after the disruptions of the French May in 1968, the IAYC served as the center for
policy planning and how to come to terms with student revolt overseas among high-level
officials of various branches of government. The committee not only furnished the U.S.
administration with the necessary background information on global student protest, but also
discussed adequate local responses and possible adjustments to the U.S. government's
international youth effort.

In the eyes of U.S. diplomats, this government initiative was vital, since it sought to counter
international student protest as well as rescue the U.S. image around the world. Although the
comprehensive cultural diplomacy efforts that the United States had launched after the Second
World War had fomented a close bond between the country and its allies, this alliance system
was not carved in stone. In West Germany, for example, a new generation of students coming of
age in the 1960s did not share the immediate war experiences or the cold-war confrontations
of earlier years. For them, any Manichean rhetoric conjuring up a Soviet threat had long been
replaced by fundamental concerns over détente between the superpowers and the growing
North-South divide. Their view of the United States thus differed considerably from that of
their predecessors. It consisted of images of a nation divided by violence, racial disorders, a
growing antiwar opposition and a vibrant youthful counterculture.

The individual reservoir of good will and sympathy that the United States enjoyed in the
Federal Republic as a result of cultural exchange programs of the 1950s was still able to
counter widespread attacks and criticisms by West German activists, but would not be able to
safeguard America's image and interests indefinitely. Its impact was steadily undermined by
more critical voices of the young generation. George McGhee, U.S. ambassador to West
Germany, had to experience this backlash firsthand when, during an official ceremony at the
University of Cologne, the rector had to sneak him out the back door when “a well-organized
band of students used the occasion to stage a riot about U.S. involvement in Vietnam.”7

Precisely this reevaluation of American influence in the world, together with the opening
toward the transnational sphere and the desire for an alternative global order outside the cold
war, presented the more serious long-term challenge for American foreign policy.

In the eyes of student protesters worldwide, the U.S. role in the world had lost much of the
legitimacy and positive force that it had after the Second World War on account of the war in
Vietnam. Going hand in hand with this assumption was, however, not only a very often
massively distorted image of the United States or simply the emergence of anti-American
sentiment, but rather a much more complex perspective of the United States. As the writer
Umberto Eco remarked with respect to the Italian student movement, “Of course, for those
young people America as a Power was the enemy, the world's policeman, the foe to be
defeated in Vietnam as much as in Latin America…. But if America was an enemy as a
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government and as the model for a capitalist society, there was also an attitude of rediscovery
and recovery of America as a people, as a melting pot of races in revolt…. [T]hey identified a
labyrinthine camp in which there was a mixture of oppositions between old and young, black
and white, recent immigrants and established ethnic groups, silent majorities and vocal
minorities. They did not see any substantial difference between Kennedy and Nixon, but they
identified with the Berkeley campus, Angela Davis, Joan Baez, and the early Bob Dylan.”8

This ambivalent perception of the United States and the separation between an “official”
America, which was responsible for racial suppression and the war in Vietnam, and the
“other” America, consisting of countercultures and protest movements opposed to these
shortcomings, became the dominating feature of the protest movements of the 1960/70s
worldwide. These ambiguous notions would shape the image of the United States for
generations and decades to come. Their legacy consists of a much more nuanced and diverse
transnational picture of the United States, which has begun to incorporate ethnic minorities and
other marginalized voices into its canon.9 Although by no means free from gross distortions
and misrepresentations, it is nonetheless a more mature and balanced perspective on the United
States as a country, including its many advantages as well as shortcomings. In any case, it is
also a further result of an increasing American cultural influence across the world and, as such,
yet another step in the intertwinement of the forces of Americanization and globalization in the
history of the twentieth century.

Jefferson Airplane cofounder Paul Kantner once remarked, “If you can remember the Sixties,
you weren't really there!” Despite this verdict, we do remember this turbulent decade quite
extensively. In many ways, the fortieth anniversary of the events of the metaphorical year 1968
even marked a watershed in the memorial culture surrounding the “sixties.” The number of
conferences, books, lecture series, and media attention given to the 1960s was unparalleled.
Everywhere, the memory of “1968,” which serves as the common chiffre for the “sixties” in
Europe, has by now far surpassed the level of personal anecdote and public acknowledgment
and (re-)entered the realms of official politics. In France, Nicolas Sarkozy made a particular
point in his election campaign of 2007 to distance himself from the legacy of 1968. At his final
campaign rally in front of 20,000 supporters, Sarkozy declared himself the representative of
the “silent majority,” who wanted to “turn the page on May 1968.” As he argued, “The heirs of
May ‘68 have imposed the idea that everything has the same worth, that there is no difference
between good and evil, no difference between the true and the false, between the beautiful and
the ugly, and that the victim counts for less than the delinquent.”10 Trying to recapture a sense
of order and moral, Sarkozy accused the French Left and his Socialist opponent, Ségolène
Royal, of being responsible for all that was wrong with contemporary France, from youthful
frustration to fundamentalism and loss of national identity.

In Poland, President Lech Kaczynski also chose to address his country's heritage of “1968”
in March 2008. At a ceremony marking the fortieth anniversary of the crackdown on the Polish
student revolt of 1968, he vowed to restore Polish nationality to the 20,000 Polish Jews who
were forced out of the country by the government's antisemitism that year. More specifically,
Kaczynski called the events of March 1968 a “shame,” elaborating that that “[a] stain was left
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on the reputation of our country, and Poland lost thousands of gifted, ambitious and
entrepreneurial citizens.”11

The most interesting drama with regard to the commemoration of the “sixties,” however,
unfolded in the U.S. election campaign of 2008, where one of the last politically influential
representatives of the baby boomer generation, Hillary Clinton, tried to secure her bid for the
White House. In many ways, Hillary Clinton is a direct product of the sixties, graduating with
honors from the prestigious Wellesley College to join Yale Law School and later the legal staff
of the impeachment inquiry for President Richard Nixon. For many, her husband's presidency
and her time as First Lady represented the final arrival of the children of the sixties in the halls
of power. It is therefore ironic that her African American opponent, Barack Obama, based
much of his grassroots-style campaign on the liberating and hopeful spirit of the sixties while
at the same time delivering a harsh critique of the divisiveness of the decade. As Obama said
in an interview in 2007, “To some degree…we have seen the psychodrama of the baby boomer
generation play out over the last forty years. When you watch Clinton versus Gingrich, or Gore
versus Bush, or Kerry versus Bush, you feel like these are fights that were taking place back in
the dorm rooms of the Sixties.”12 Interestingly enough, with John McCain, Obama faced a
Republican opponent who displayed a very different narrative of the sixties and turned his time
as a prisoner of war in Vietnam into one of the cornerstones of his election campaign.

Examples like these illustrate that when dealing with the public memory of “1968” or the
“sixties” we are still confronted with an ongoing process that has a tremendous amount of
political implications and open wounds. The existence of these memories in a number of
countries also reconfirms the fact that the turbulent events of the 1960s did not stop at national
borders. In fact, 1960s' protest took place in far more places than we are usually aware of, and
not only in Berkeley, Berlin, Paris, and Prague. Although this process has reached different
levels from country to country, sixties' icons and images have been circulating across national
borders ever since the turbulent decade. They have become part of our communicative memory
and are now at the threshold of being passed into our transnational cultural memory.13

All too often, however, the memory of the decade has been turned into a superficial story of
generational rebellion, sexual liberation, and countercultural liberties that is either worshipped
or ridiculed from the respective fringes of the political spectrum. A recent account of the 1960s
even argued that “[a]fter the decade died, it rose again as religion. For quite a few people, the
Sixties is neither memory nor myth, but faith.”14 As part of this politics of memory, the
metaphorical “sixties” have become an imaginary space with which to identify or from which
to distance oneself. As literary and cultural historian Kristin Ross has shown in her study of the
French May, the actual historical events have long been “overtaken by subsequent
representations.” In other words, the “afterlives” of “1968” have developed a life their own.15

The fierce battles about the political legacy of the sixties have even created, as historian
Elizabeth Peifer has labeled it, “a discursive commemoration through contestation which kept
1968 alive in political culture.”16

Regardless of whether their evaluation of the legacy of the sixties is positive or negative,
most people would probably agree that the protest movements of the 1960/70s fundamentally
changed the domestic cultural fabric of their countries and societies in terms of individual
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lifestyles and value systems. With their radical political demands and actions, student activists
challenged social conventions, generated new forms of cultural expression and alternative
spaces, and created the impression of an accelerating cultural transformation. As soon as we
leave the cultural legacies of the sixties, however, and enter the strictly political sphere,
assuming we can make such a distinction, the narratives became far more controversial and
have, for the longest time, been organized along old battle lines drawn between former
activists and their opponents. Both groups have offered numerous fictional, nonfictional,
biographical, and academic accounts in which they explain, apologize, condemn, or defend the
achievements and failures of the decade; in other words, they continue to battle about their own
legacy.

Historians and academics are no innocent bystanders in this process and cannot be.
Especially a younger generation that was born after or was still very young during the 1960s
has begun to interfere in the discourse about the sixties: These new voices have broadened the
picture, enabled a plurality of even contradictory narratives, and followed previously
unexplored venues of research. This wave of new scholarship is essential for a further
understanding of this time period. Even after the fortieth anniversary of 1968, we still know
too little about, for example, the actual extent of official government reactions to domestic and
international dissent. Although based on ample empirical evidence, the conclusions presented
in this book remain nonetheless preliminary. With regard to the Nixon administration, for
example, the bulk of documents related to the U.S. government reaction to student protest
worldwide are still mostly under review. The efforts to determine the exact nature between
power and protest in the 1960/70s have therefore only just begun.

At the same time, we need to diversify our traditional narratives, which are still largely
dominated by the Western experience of the sixties. We still know far too little about
contemporary protest movements in Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe, and Latin America to have a
truly global comparative frame. This book has retraced the “long sixties” from a transnational
perspective with respect to West German and U.S. student activists. It has attempted to
transcend a mere comparative frame by illustrating the various ways in which ideas and
cultural practices crossed national borders during the cold war and how student activists in
West Germany and the United States adopted and recontextualized these ideas in their different
domestic environments. Future historiography would benefit from similar transnational
approaches that examine how actual cooperation or mere images of the “other,” for example,
the Third World, have shaped local or national political ideologies and actions of activists.17

Eventually, historiography needs to confront the plethora of memories and voices from all
sides of the political spectrum. This includes not only an analysis of the New Right but also
inquiries into other segments of society such as political parties, churches, trade unions, and
other local and national government institutions.18

Taking a more comprehensive, multidimensional perspective on the global sixties will help
us escape the traditional front lines as well as fuel further research. Regardless of whether we
judge the decade's legacies as positive or negative, a thorough investigation will keep alive its
philosophical, artistic, cultural, and political richness as a significant, if at times contradictory,
site of memory, and not allow the sixties to be turned into a site of partisan bickering or
oblivion. This will eventually contribute to a more inclusive transnational cultural memory of
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this time, thereby bringing us closer on our way to contextualizing the “long sixties” in the
larger course of a global history of the cold war and the twentieth century.

In his address before the Irish parliament on June 28, 1963, U.S. President John F. Kennedy,
borrowing a phrase from the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, admonished the audience to “let
us not casually reduce ‘that great past to a trouble of fools.’ For we need not feel the bitterness
of the past to discover its meaning for the present and future.” Future historians of the sixties
would do well to take his words to heart.
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