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STUDENT REVOLT IN 

Student Revolt in  examines the origins, course and dissolution of
student protest at three universities in the s – the Free Univer-
sity of Berlin in West Germany, the campus of Nanterre in France,
and the Faculty of Sociology at Trento in Italy. It traces how student
revolts over space, speech, sociology and cultural democratisation
catalysed a dynamic protest movement within universities in the
mid-s that expanded dramatically beyond the university in
. Differing visions of democratisation – mass access to educa-
tion, the dissolution of high culture, the democratic control of the
university – clashed and competed in a radical re-evaluation of the
meaning of university education and democratic culture. The study
also evaluates the most ambitious experiments in higher education in
the s – the ‘Critical Universities’ of West Berlin and Trento,
which sought to establish democratic control of higher education
before dissolving in the politics of social revolution – and offers a new
and clear-sighted perspective on the s.

  is Lecturer in the School of History at the Australian
National University. He is the author of numerous journal articles,
including in French Politics, Culture & Society, Journal of the History of
Ideas and Journal of Modern History, and a contributor to The Oxford
Handbook of European History – ().
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The aim of this series in early modern and modern European history is to publish
outstanding works of research, addressed to important themes across a wide
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comprise focused works of wide contextual range and intellectual ambition.

A full list of titles published in the series can be found at:
www.cambridge.org/newstudiesineuropeanhistory

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

STUDENT REVOLT IN 

France, Italy and West Germany

BEN MERCER
Australian National University

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, usa

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi - 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of  
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org  
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108735957

i: 10.1017/9781108696111

© Ben Mercer 2020

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2020
First paperback edition 2021

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data
nas: Mercer, Ben, 1977– author.

i: Student revolt in 1968 : France, Italy and West Germany / Ben Mercer.
sciin: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, ny : Cambridge University Press, 2020. |

Series: New studies in European history | Includes bibliographical references and index.
iniis: ccn 2019037027 (print) | ccn 2019037028 (ebook) | isbn 9781108484480

(hardback) | isbn 9781108735957 (paperback) | isbn 9781108696111 (epub)
subcs: cs: Student movements–France–History–20th century. | Student movements–Italy–

History–20th century. | Student movements–Germany (West)–History–20th century. |
College students–Political activity–France–History–20th century. | College students–Political
activity–Italy–History–20th century. | College students–Political activity–Germany (West)–
History–20th century. | Université de Paris X: Nanterre–History–20th century. | Università

degli studi di Trento–History–20th century. | Freie Universität Berlin–History–20th century.
cassiicain: cc a707 .47 2020 (print) | cc a707 (ebook) |

c 378.1/98109409046–dc23
c record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019037027

c ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019037028

isbn  978-1-108-48448-0  Hardback
isbn  978-1-108-73595-7  Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in  

this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  
or will remain, accurate or appropriate. 

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

Acknowledgements page vii
List of Abbreviations ix

Introduction: History, Myth and Memory of  

     

 The ‘Devouring Monster’: The University in the s 

 ‘New Managerial Class’ or ‘Social Doctor’? The Ambiguities of
Sociology 

 ‘Books for All’: The Democratisation of High Culture 

 ‘Knowledge Is Over’: The Intellectual Politics of  

      

 ‘The Space of Autonomy Must Be Created’: The Politics of
Democracy 

 ‘We Represent Nothing’: The Crisis of Representation 

 ‘We Began to Talk’: The Seizure of Speech 

      

 ‘Question, Doubt and Criticise’: Free Speech at
the Free University 

 ‘Student Power’: Vietnam at Trento 

v

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

 ‘An Asylum for Delinquents’: The Space of Revolt at Nanterre 

 ‘A Golden Ghetto’: The Critical University 

Conclusion 

Select Bibliography 

Index 

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

This book is the product of over a decade of research and writing. In that
time I have accumulated an enormous number of intellectual and personal
debts that require acknowledgement. Jonathan Steinberg first suggested
this project and I hope it reflects some of his inimitable breadth and
limitless intellectual curiosity. At the University of Pennsylvania,
I benefited from the sharp intelligence and friendly dispositions of Warren
Breckman, Benjamin Nathans and Roger Chartier. Richard Bosworth has
been an ever-encouraging and critical reader for more than two decades.
I wish to acknowledge financial support for research and writing from

the University of Pennsylvania, the Deutscher Akademischer Austausch-
dienst, the City University of New York and the Australian National
University. I would also like to thank the staff of the Museo Storico del
Trentino, the Bibliothèque de documentation internationale contempor-
aine at Nanterre, the Archives départementales Hauts-de-Seine and the
APO-Archiv in Berlin. In my research stays in Europe, I owe thanks to
Lilian Catéro, Vincenzo Calì, Gustavo Corni, Mark Gilbert, Eric Lancel-
loti and Lucia Pinasco, among others.
I have benefited from a number of friends and colleagues who read

various chapters or whose conversations have aided this book. In Australia
and then elsewhere, I’ve enjoyed the challenge of conversations with
Vaarunika Dharmapala, Reto Hofmann, Jeska Rees and Yavor Siderov.
At Penn I drew on the intellectual friendship of Francesca Bregoli, Nick Di
Liberto, Susan Epting, Andrew Heath, Tehyun Ma, Anne Oravetz Albert,
James Saporito and Sarah van Beurden. At the College of Staten Island,
Zara Anishanslin, Melissa Borja, John Dixon, Mark Lewis and John Wing
were wonderful colleagues. The book chapter reading group in the School
of History at the Australian National University provided numerous
insightful suggestions for revision and I would like to thank Gemma
Betros, Frank Bongiorno, Nicholas Brown, Tania Colwell and Carolyn

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Strange. Alex Cook in particular provided extra and invariably generous
criticism.

I completed the manuscript during a fellowship at the Humanities
Research Centre at the Australian National University, and I would like
to thank the Centre and in particular Will Christie for his support. An
earlier version of Chapters  and  appeared in the Journal of the History of
Ideas, Volume , Number  (October ). My thanks also to Liz
Friend-Smith at Cambridge University Press and to the anonymous
readers for their thoughtful feedback. All errors are, of course, mine.

Finally, I owe a great deal to my family. This book would never have
been possible without the support of my parents, Jan and Iain. I owe
endless thanks to my wife, Consuelo Martínez Reyes, for more than a
decade of intellectual conversations, companionship and encouragement
that made writing this book such an enjoyable experience. Lastly, thanks
to my daughter Isabela, who teaches me more every day.

Any work of history that attempts a comparative analysis of this range
runs the risk of intriguing everyone but pleasing no one, inviting the
interest of three historiographical fields but disappointing specialists of
each. It can only be hoped that the benefits of comparison outweigh the
inevitable deficiencies of the presentation.

viii Acknowledgements

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73595-7 — Student Revolt in 1968: France, Italy and West Germany
Ben Mercer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Abbreviations

AStA Allgemeiner Studentenausschuß
CGT Confédération générale du travail
CLER Comité de liaison des étudiants révolutionnaires
FDP Freie Demokratische Partei
FNEF Fédération nationale des étudiants de France
Intesa Intesa Universitaria Cattolica
JCR Jeunesse communiste révolutionnaire
JEC Jeunesse Étudiante Chrétienne
JUC Jeunesse Universitaire Chrétienne
MSI Movimento Sociale Italiano
NPD Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands
PCF Parti communiste française
PCI Partito Comunista Italiano
PSI Partito Socialista Italiano
PSIUP Partito Socialista Italiano di Unità Proletaria
PSU Parti Socialiste Unifié
SDS Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund
SFIO Section française de l'Internationale ouvrière
SHB Sozialdemokratische Hochschulbund
SPD Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands
UEC Union des étudiants communistes
UGI Unione goliardica italiana
UJC(ml) Union des jeunesses communistes marxistes-léninistes
UNEF Union nationale des étudiants de France
UNURI Unione nazionale universitaria rappresentativa
VDSt Verein Deutscher Studenten Berlin-Leipzig

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108735957
www.cambridge.org

