When the World Began to Change
The war in Iraq is beginning to seem more and more like the war in Vietnam, and 2004 is starting to seem like a 1968 déjà vu. Then as now there is the mighty American empire unable to deal successfully with an intransigent enemy. Then as now there is an all too obvious lack of understanding on the part of the American government about who the enemy is and what the enemy wants. Then as now there is a large and growing opposition to the war both in the United States itself as well as throughout the world. And then as now there is an election coming up in the United States that seems as if it will little effect on the war, as both of the major candidates claim that they will stick it out and get the job done.

And yet, when one reads Mark Kurlansky’s ambitious new book, 1968 The Year that Rocked the World, it is the differences rather than the similarities that are so striking. Unlike the rebels in Iraq, who seem to be driven by religious fervor, the Vietnamese were waging a war of national liberation. Their extremely popular leader, Ho Chi Minh had become a kind of living legend, particularly for people in the so-called Third World. The American war in Vietnam, as the young John Kerry himself realized when he came home, lacked any moral justification, while there was a certain justification for removing Saddam Hussein from power. In any case, the nature of the conflict then was different from what is going on now. 
The war in Vietnam was also much more costly in terms of American lives lost on the battlefield. But it was also a much bigger drain on the economy. The progressive ambitions that Lyndon Johnson had had on assuming office in 1963, the “great society” of full employment and equal opportunity, were effectively destroyed by his steadfast commitment to waging war. Johnson and his Vice-president Hubert Humphrey had grown up in the spirit of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “new deal” with ideas of active, welfare-oriented government. But they had seen the war in Vietnam deeply split the Democratic party, which came to a head during the primary elections in 1968, when the antiwar candidates Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy took on Johnson. The war in Vietnam thus opened the way for a far more conservative Republican party than had previously existed, and literally broke apart the liberal coalition that Roosevelt had shaped in the 1930s. 
Finally, the opposition to the war was a truly global movement, with a highly disparate mix of protesters. In the United States there were the experienced civil rights activists and student radicals, as well as the hippies of the counterculture and, not least,  sizable numbers of disenchanted politicians and intellectuals. Throughout the world, the war in Vietnam triggered other protests against oppression and aggression – in Prague, Warsaw, Mexico City and Africa, to name some of the places visited by Kurlansky. It was also, and perhaps most significantly, a televised movement. As Kurlansky shows, it was television with its global reach that gave the protests so much of their impact. Those who looked good on television became the spokespersons, and the kind of action that was taken was tailored to the television camera. And unlike today, when the mass media have become huge commercial empires with vested interests in the warmongering of Bush and Blair in Iraq, the full ugliness of war was brought home into the living-rooms of the 1960s, and the protests were covered much more sympathetically than the protests of our day. 

As he has done with his previous books – on Cod and Salt - Kurlansky takes his readers on a global journey, filled with telling anecdotes and personal portraits.  As opposed to the voluminous scholarly and autobiographical treatments of the sixties, Kurlansky offers a journalist’s account, making valuable use of a number of interviews with key participants. There is the leader of the protests at Columbia University in New York, Mark Rudd, explaining the rage as well as the creativity that drove the alienated students to take to the streets. There is the television reporter Walter Cronkite recounting self-critically his newscasts from Vietnam when he reluctantly broke with the neutrality that he had considered central to the journalist’s code of conduct. There is Adam Michnik and Jacek Kurón looking back at the beginning of what would become a movement of resistance to communist rule in Poland. And there is Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the small, smiling leader of the Parisian uprising, remembering his sudden rise to fame, with humor and self-effacing understanding.

Kurlansky does not try to give an objective picture of 1968; his aim is rather to uncover a kind of underlying human meaning amidst the chaos and the confusion. He shows us how so much of what took place in 1968 was unplanned and how so many of the central actors were victims of chance. They simply happened to be in the right place at the right time, like the fictional Forrest Gump, whose story gains an unexpected resonance from Kurlansky’s book. His portraits of Alexander Dubcek, the unprepared leader of Prague Spring, and of Eugene McCarthy, the unassuming senator from Minnesota, who shocked the world by successfully challenging President Johnson in the New Hampshire primary, are especially well done.

From the Tet offensive in January, when the American involvement in Vietnam suffered some of its most dramatic defeats, to the election of Richard Nixon in November, and his inauguration as president in early 1969, Kurlansky seeks to bring that eventful year back to life. And because of the range of his coverage – with detailed discussions of events in Mexico and Nigeria, as well as in Europe, Vietnam and the United States - the book succeeds where other more limited accounts have failed. For Europeans, the book is perhaps still too American in its focus, and Swedish readers might well want to complement Kurlansky’s account with the recent book by the historian Kjell Östberg, 1968 när allting var i rörelse (Prisma 2002)   .

Reading the two together brings out how different the consequences of the sixties were in the United States and Sweden. In both places, 1968 was a year of transition, when one historical epoch began to change into another. In the United States, the “new deal order” established by President Roosevelt in the 1930s, with its progressive government and liberal majority, began to be replaced by a new aggressive and Christian conservatism. Over there, on the other side of the Atlantic, 1968 marked a definitive end to the pragmatic idealism that had served to define so much of American politics, and, for that matter, American identity up till then. With Nixon, cynicism and reaction came to power, where they have largely remained in place ever since. In spite of the Clinton interlude, the liberal majority is long gone.
In Europe in general and Sweden in particular, the late 1960s were similarly a time of transition, but in a somewhat different way. The old beliefs - in Sweden’s case, the “people’s home” and the historic compromise between workers and employers – were challenged by new social problems, which would lead to the emergence of new social movements, from anti-imperialism to women’s liberation to environmentalism. In both places the influence and, not least, legacy of 1968 would be significant in the ensuing decades – in the US as a kind of dangerous disease that afflicted the body politic from the which the people needed to be cured, and in Europe as a mixed source of inspiration for new kinds of politics. Throughout the world, 1968 was a year when modernism started to be replaced by something else, in the US by religious fundamentalism, in Europe by one or another form of postmodernism. Or maybe that is only the way it seems to a transplanted American who came to Sweden in 1970.  
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