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The Slow Revolution: May 1968 in the Arab World
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IN OCTOBER 1968, THE LEBANESE PROFESSOR of political science Hassan Saib published
Thawrat al-Tullab fi-l-iAlam (The Students’ Revolt in the World). Halfway between a
study of contemporary politics and a fiery manifesto, the professor’s book urged Arab
students to revolt. Coming from the left side of the political map and echoing the offi-
cial Arab ideologies of the 1960s, the call Saib issued was total in its scope and ambi-
tion. In no uncertain terms, he reminded his readers that freedom demands sacrifice.
Invoking Albert Camus, he gave his readers a fashionable phenomenological take on
an old truth: “I rebel, therefore I exist.”1 He wrote with verve about the revolutionary
exploits of Chinese youth and of how Western students were playing second fiddle in
their harmonious revolutionary symphony. There was no question as to who set the
revolutionary tone, who led by example, and who, on the other hand, was merely fol-
lowing the trail they blazed. Granted, the battle against reaction rested on founda-
tional texts by Marx, Lenin, Trotsky, and others, but successful revolutionary exam-
ples and constant theoretical innovations came from the East.

So much was already clear to most politically minded Arabs, who since the early
1960s had been accustomed to thinking of themselves in such avant-garde terms. How-
ever, though they were used to revolutionary talk, May 1968 posed a rather unexpected
political demand. This time the revolution was not directed only against an external
enemy such as imperialism, neocolonialism, or Zionism. It was not even an abstract fight
against the colonized self. This time the revolution called on students to “look inside”
and challenge their own governments, their own social structures, and even their own
norms and values. The front was at home. Should they do that? Could they do that?

On the face of it, it seems that they certainly did. The demonstrations of Arab
youth were indeed meaningful, and in the Tunisian case even highly significant in
terms of their intensity, size, quality of grassroots organization, duration, and long-
term political impact. Standard accounts of the so-called “spirit of 1968” mention
Egypt, Tunisia, and Lebanon in the same breath with Chile, Argentina, Mexico, West-
ern Europe, and the “Eastern bloc.”2 It is indeed tempting to presume that clichéd
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1 Hasan Saib, Thawrat al-Tullab fi-l-iAlam (Beirut, 1968), 11.
2 Mark Kurlansky, 1968: The Year That Rocked the World (New York, 2005).
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images of sweeping global revolution served as a template for organizing the Arab
political scene of the late 1960s. The reality, however, was quite different.

What was the view from the inside? How much did May 1968 really matter for Pal-
estinian, Egyptian, Syrian, and Lebanese Arab youth? In the short run, not much.
The biggest preoccupation that dominated the reality of the Arab world was not May
1968 but June 1967, the culturally devastating military defeat to Israel that had come
only eleven months earlier. Indeed, the war was so traumatic and so cataclysmic that
“everything else,” so to speak, including May 1968, was entangled in the trauma of
this defeat. In fact, with the possible exception of Tunisia, May ’68 hardly registers in
the Arab collective memory as a singularly meaningful event. Indeed, a recent authori-
tative account of Arab thought and culture in the past century, a tome of a staggering
1,455 pages, does not dedicate even a single entry to May ’68.3

Does this mean that May ’68 did not leave its mark on the Arab world? Did this
global storm pass entirely unnoticed? The answer is no. It certainly had an impact,
but identifying the mark it left requires a line of inquiry that is mindful of how, in the
long run, May ’68 was entangled in the response to the trauma of June ’67. Given the
paucity of research on the deep legacy of the Arab 1960s in general and the narrow
focus on the rise of Islamic fundamentalism since then, it is possible at this point to
offer only a rudimentary thesis for how May ’68 was experienced in the region: as a
slowly moving event that contributed to the fall of the established Left and to the rise
of the radical Arab Left and Palestinian revolutionaries.4

This “New Arab Left” abandoned the “Old Left” of stiff ideologies, adherence to
stern doctrines, and submissive reliance on state patronage. Surely the “Old Left” rec-
ognized the intellectual and political innovation of Third-Worldism, but it failed to
engage it independently of the state and the party. Instead, the “New Left” associated
itself with radical European groups and developed a worldly and independent opera-
tive vision to which the cause of Palestine was central. Its members fully believed in
the so-called liberating potential of revolutionary violence and guerrilla warfare. By
the 1970s, armed solutions to common political problems, be they communal or
extracommunal, became the default. May ’68 had a lot to do with this process.

In February 1967, Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir visited Egypt. Fol-
lowing an extensive tour, they hailed its state-led socialist revolution as a model to fol-
low. As the first globally engaged intellectual, Sartre excelled at ideological tourism
and genuinely believed that the European Left had much to learn from its Third
World interlocutors. He was hardly alone in that view. While France was in the midst
of a depressing era in which it seemed that nothing had changed domestically since
the liberation of Algeria, places such as Egypt modeled proper socialist transforma-
tion in all spheres of life.5 As was the case with Third-Worldism more generally,
domestic and foreign observers alike were intoxicated by the universal message and
vision of Arab revolutionary socialism. Even as the first generation of Third World
regimes in Ghana, Algeria, and Indonesia began to fail, few realized that the Arab
revolutionary project was standing on a shaky foundation as well.

3 iAbd al-Ilah Bilqaziz, ed., al-Thaqafa al-iArabiya fi-l-Qarn al-iIshrin (Beirut, 2011).
4 This thesis, however, is valid only for the Arab East, not for North Africa.
5 Richard Wolin, The Wind from the East: French Intellectuals, the Cultural Revolution, and the Legacy

of the 1960s (Princeton, N.J., 2010).
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One reason for this was that the scope of the Arab revolutionary project was enor-
mous. It was not simply about better politics and a better state, but about forging “a
New Arab Man/Woman.” This radical project dominated everyday life at school, at
work, and in leisure pastimes. Powered by both Nasserism and Baithism, it had as its
goal an ontological revolution that would reconfigure, and hence decolonize, Arab
sovereignty, authenticity, and freedom. Demanding sacrifice as a means toward indi-
vidual and collective rebirth (Baith) turned all political stakes into fateful existential
choices, thus introducing the inevitability of political violence. It is indeed a great les-
son of the twentieth century that when the political becomes existential, violence is
habituated and normalized. As the larger-than-life symbol of this self-fashioning
endeavor, Egypt’s Nasser presided over a theological system of belief that demanded
loyalty and sacrifice in return for secular-style salvation. Befittingly, his task was not
merely to govern but to deliver—that is, to deliver the masses from the lowly life of
colonialism to the promising afterlife of true postcolonial liberation. The 1967 war
happened against this dramatic backdrop.

On the eve of this war, when it seemed that the existence of Israel was in jeopardy,
much of the French Left mobilized on Israel’s behalf. At play were the hitherto silent
legacy of Vichy and the related rise of Holocaust consciousness among the general
public. Indeed, for the first time since the Holocaust, French Jewish anxiety over the
destruction of Israel led tens of thousands to take to the streets and demand that the
French government use its power in order to avoid a “second Holocaust” in Israel.
Personal exchanges between Beauvoir and Arab activists confirm the association
between the long legacy of Vichy and the realities of Palestine. In his capacity as man-
aging editor of Les Temps modernes and as an important interlocutor of the Arab Left
and a major figure in French Jewish mobilization, Claude Lanzmann was actively
working to solidify this link.6

The Arab Left, which saw in the French Left and in intellectuals such as Sartre
and Beauvoir allies against neocolonialism, imperialism, settler colonialism, racism,
and all the other progressive causes of the era, was totally stunned. The very causes
that had underpinned the foundational premises of the bond between the Arab Left
and the European Left as a joint global effort for equality and justice were suddenly
suspended. As it turned out, the bond could not hold. The French Left could not
apply the logic of terms such as “settler colonialism” to the realities of Israel/Palestine
and did not consider war to be a valid solution to the conflict. The Arab Left felt
betrayed. And this intellectual defeat was swiftly followed by a military one: the war
that abruptly terminated the Arab revolutionary project of total liberation. In its after-
math, Arab societies manifested the classic symptoms of a traumatic existential
defeat: denial, rejection, withdrawal, shame, self-critique, profound sadness, and
anger. May 1968 became an integral part of this crisis.

From a Syrian, Iraqi, Lebanese, Egyptian, Jordanian, and Palestinian perspec-
tive—that is, from the perspective of the Arab East—May ’68 came and went rather
quietly. Coverage of the events in Paris and elsewhere in the world was pictorial, dis-
jointed, and unfocused, and conveyed a sense of disinterest. State media did every-

6 On the atmosphere among the French Left on the eve of the 1967 war and of the Israeli-Arab
struggle to influence it, see Yoav Di-Capua, No Exit: Arab Existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Decoloni-
zation (Chicago, 2018), chaps. 8–9.
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thing in their power to downplay the scope and message of the events. Even the Fran-
cophone al-Adab, a leading leftist magazine that was Beirut’s equivalent of Paris’s Les
Temps modernes, provided only a belated and emotionally reserved account of the
burgeoning revolution for its progressive readers. Though al-Adab specialized in find-
ing and forging intellectual links between Paris and the Arab world, as in the case of
the Arab relationship to Sartre and existentialism, like most other venues, it published
remarkably little. Clearly, the general feeling was that the things that were happening
over there had no real relevance to the dire realities of the Arab East. Hassan Saib’s
call for a total revolutionary fusion did not seem to find an immediate echo in the poli-
tics of the time.7 The New Left was not there yet.

This is not to say that nothing had happened in the region. In Tunisia, which
shared with France trans-Mediterranean networks of students, workers, activists, and
intellectuals, a robust political movement for change was already underway by May
’68. In various shapes and forms, this front continued to campaign for freedom and
rights well into the 1970s. However, 1967 was not on the minds of those taking part.8

Cairo and Beirut also erupted in demonstrations, but these were very different in
nature from the ones carried out elsewhere. The Egyptian movement was spear-
headed by unionized workers and students who addressed their plight by focusing
directly on the 1967 defeat.9 In Beirut, the student movement unfolded mainly on the
campus of the American University of Beirut (AUB) and was directed primarily
against the university administration and the politics of campus life. Yet, beyond that,
AUB also responded to the ’67 defeat by endorsing Palestinian guerrilla warfare. It
called on all Arab regimes to do the same, and in that sense it played a pioneering
role. Indeed, one can already see in this response an early manifestation of the cosmo-
politan consciousness that tapped into the transnational culture of Third World libera-
tion and would later characterize the New Arab Left.10

In the long run, these events created an atmosphere in which the new movements
of the 1970s could thrive. In addition to some institutional links between Lebanese
communists and socialists and the French Left, there were two interrelated processes
that meaningfully influenced the Arab East. The first was the rise of the European
New Left, its disenchantment with the revolutionary promise of Third-Worldism,
and the corresponding shift toward the new frontiers of human rights and anti-

7 Furthermore, given the fact that the 1967 war exposed the overwhelming support of the French
Left for Israel, the revolutionary position of people such as Daniel Cohn-Bendit was compromised from
the very beginning. Arabs believed that the student movement was pro-Israeli. It took a special interview
with Cohn-Bendit to dispel the myth of his Zionism. Wahid al-Naqqash, “Daniel Cohn-Bendit: al-ustura
wa-l-waqii,” al-Adab, November 1968, 42–45.

8 Burleigh Hendrickson, “March 1968: Practicing Transnational Activism from Tunis to Paris,”
Maghribi Histories in the Modern Era, Special Issue, International Journal of Middle East Studies 44, no. 4
(2012): 755–774; Hendrickson, “Finding Tunisia in the Global 1960s,” Monde(s), no. 11 (May 2017): 61–
78.

9 Hagai Erlich, Students and University in 20th Century Egyptian Politics (London, 1989). On the cul-
tural level, a new group of writers launched Gallery 68, an experimental avant-garde magazine with a
sound global awareness. However, they, too, were preoccupied by the war. Elizabeth Kandel, Literature,
Journalism and the Avant-Garde: Intersection in Egypt (Hoboken, N.J., 2006).

10 Betty S. Anderson, The American University of Beirut: Arab Nationalism and Liberal Education
(Austin, Tex., 2011); Halim Barakat, Lebanon in Strife: Student Preludes to the Civil War (Austin, Tex.,
1977).
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totalitarianism. The divergence of this New Left from existing leftist circles in the
Arab world exposed their failure and created a space for the radical Arab Left to
emerge.11 This second process was headed by the pro-Palestinian radical Arab Left,
which in reaction to the defeat sought to both privatize and internationalize the fight
for Palestine.

Examined through the prism of human rights, Third World regimes appeared as
the exact opposite of what they declared themselves to be. Whether one examined
Cambodia, Uganda, Indonesia, or Cuba, the human rights record was bleak. Algeria,
too, was exposed. Concomitantly, the Arab East lost its prestigious status as a van-
guard of the universal cause of liberation by revolution. Revolution was out, ethics
were in, and by the early 1970s, the European New Left had excused itself from the
1960s efforts to establish a common ideological front with left-wing Arabs.12 This mas-
sive cultural development saw a simultaneous generational movement away from the
ossified big ideologies of the “Old Left” and into a new ethical domain that empha-
sized anti-totalitarianism, human rights including prisoner and gay rights, environ-
mentalism, and similar concerns. As the politics of the Nouveaux Philosophes illus-
trate, Sartre’s ethics of global liberation could no longer propel Arabs and Europeans
in the same political direction. The traditional Arab Left of the 1960s never really
recovered from this blow.

With the mythical Battle of Karama in March and a new charter in July, 1968 was
a big year for the Palestinian revolutionary project. In response to the domestic and
international defeat of the state-sanctioned Arab Left, Palestinians forged the new
venture of self-liberation. Quickly abandoning any dreams about liberation by proxy
as in Nasserism and Baithism, they followed the example of popular guerrilla cam-
paigns elsewhere in the world. Information about these struggles had been widely
available in Arabic since the early 1960s. Che was no stranger to Arab lands. But back
then, revolutionary knowledge had been patronized by the state, and now, after 1968,
it was free for all to experiment with. Though the number of Palestinian guerrilla
organizations mushroomed, and each group proudly insisted on its own ideological
uniqueness, they all valorized violence as a means of self-liberation. Likewise, they all
sought to establish some international alliances with like-minded groups such as Japa-
nese, Palestinians, Venezuelans, the Italian Brigate Rosse (Red Brigades), and the
German Rote Armee Fraktion (Red Army Faction). The new radical Arab Left came
on board with this Palestinian-led trend and turned both Palestine and armed resis-
tance into part of its creed.13

This, in a nutshell, was the long legacy of May ’68 in the Arab East. Rather than a
sudden devastating earthquake, as it was experienced elsewhere, it was part of a slow
revolution that delegitimized the old Arab Left, on the one hand, and popularized
internationalized revolutionary violence, on the other. It is virtually impossible to

11 On the New Arab Left, see Sune Haugbolle, “The New Arab Left and 1967,” The Six-Day War: 50
Years On, Special Issue, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 44, no. 4 (2017): 497–512.

12 Julian Bourg, From Revolution to Ethics: May 1968 and Contemporary French Thought (Montreal,
2007); Kristin Ross, May ’68 and Its Afterlives (Chicago, 2002); Camille Robcis, “May ’68 and the Ethical
Turn in French Thought,” Modern Intellectual History 11, no. 1 (2014): 267–277.

13 Paul Thomas Chamberlin, The Global Offensive: The United States, the Palestine Liberation Organi-
zation, and the Making of the Post–Cold War Order (Oxford, 2012).
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make sense of the Arab 1970s, including the brief civil war in Jordan and the carnage
of the Lebanese civil war, without considering this long legacy.
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