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"What has the New Left ever done for us?" Rethinking the history of social movements and
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While the question “what was 1968 in Japan?” has until this day been asked by researchers of
history, former activists, and po- litical thinkers alike, two different currents in its interpretation
have become visible. In academia, the most predominant form is a left-liberal view that claims
the student movement’s importance as a precursor of “civil society.” While the revolutionary
politics of 1968 faded away in the 1970s, the drive for the emancipation of women, the critique of
consumerism, the sup- port of minority movements, and environmental politics became an
undercurrent of post-68 politics in Japan, even if the “68ers” have failed to create a lasting



opposition party. But Japan’s political landscape 50 years after “Ampo 1970” does not reflect any
“spirit” of 1968, best seen when recognizing the high age of the male politicians dominating the
Japanese diet and the cabinet. Women are abysmally underrepresented in politics, ethnic mi-
norities without a Japanese passport not seen as subjects of the constitution, and young voters
prefer to abstain from their right to vote. One cannot but wonder if there is any causality between
the “new social movement” after 1968 and the few progressive laws introduced during the
following 50 years.

By asking the question, “what has the New Left done for us?” I want to ask the workshop
participants to look beyond the questions of “revolt” or “civil society.” What has 1968 left to those
generations that were growing up after the temporary victory of liberal capitalism in 1991. What
kind of politics and social rela- tions did 68 create, which did it destroy? What about the physical
heritage, like meeting places, community houses, and bookshops? What kind of organizational
structures did the “grass root” Zenkyoto activists leave to us, and what are the structural
problems? How accessible are these, how democratic? Leaving the “spirit of 68” in revolt or the
new social movement aside, it seems feasible to thoroughly “dissect” 1968’s history once more.
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