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YouNG FRENCH JEws OF 1968: OrRAL HiSTORIES

Robert Weiner, Lafayette College

This article showcases the oral histories of four French Jews who partici-
pated in the tumultuous social protests of the late 1960s. The full texts of these
interviews appear in An Uncertain Future: Voices of a French Jewish Community,
1940-2012, a compilation of oral histories edited by myself and Richard E.
Sharpless.' In order to contextualize their illuminating recollections, I have in-
troduced this material with a general description of French Jewry during this
turbulent time and the important events that shaped my interlocutors’” opin-
ions and actions during the late 1960s and beyond. I have selected narratives
that provide us with important clues as to how young Jews navigated the
French environment during the 1960s and early 1970s, and how they under-
stood the defining moments of the period, such as the 1967 Six-Day War and
the 1968 student rebellions.

The young Jews living in France in the late 1960s were hardly a homogenous
group. During this time, the French-Jewish population was comprised of five
hundred thousand souls, roughly divided in half between Jews of European de-
scent and Jews of North African background. Throughout this period, most of the
French Jewish leadership was made up of Ashkenazic Jews, most of whom were
quite acculturated to French ways. Jewish immigrants from Tunisia, Morocco,
and Algeria settled in France more recently than their European coreligionists;
generally between the mid-1950s and the early 1970s. During this period of youth
revolt, the newly arrived, and generally more ethno-traditional, North African
Jews were also grappling with the disruptive process of adaptation and integra-
tion, and struggling with changes in their social and economic status.

The distinct backgrounds of young, French Jews influenced the ways in
which they understood the events of 1967 and 1968. For the many Ashkenazic
French Jews whose families had direct experience with the Holocaust, the his-
tory of the Jewish genocide in Europe, and their knowledge of the shameful
collaboration of France’s Vichy regime with the Nazis, served as a founda-
tional lens through which they viewed the youth revolt of the late 1960s.> This
did not necessarily play out in the same way for young French Jews of Mid-
dle Eastern descent, for whom the decolonization and emigration experience
from North Africa had greater salience.

Generally, Ashkenazic Jews were raised with a more left-leaning orien-
tation than Jews of Middle Eastern backgrounds, owing to the socialist and
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unionist traditions of Eastern European Jews and the history of leftwing re-
sistance to Nazism. In contrast, although some Maghreban Jews sympathized
with the revolutionary nationalist decolonization movements, most realized
that greater security lie with French control over North Africa and thus were
pushed rightward.? Young French Jews, therefore, wrestled with a variety of
political legacies as they negotiated the youth revolts of the late 1960s and
1970s.

The repercussions of the Six-Day War tended to separate even many left-
ist Ashkenazic Jews from their non-Jewish, New-Left counterparts, many of
whom began to view Israel as one of the many European colonialist enterpris-
es that they objected to throughout the world. This, combined with President
Charles de Gaulle’s infamous 1967 charge that Jews were “an elitist people,
sure of themselves and domineering,” made many young Jews feel insecure
about their position in French society.*

The following oral histories recall the experiences of three Ashkenazic Jews
and one North African Jew, all of whom came of age during the late 1960s and
lived through the student rebellions of the spring of 1968. The French student
riots in May and June 1968 were part of a worldwide phenomenon, but were
conditioned by particular French historical and cultural precedents, as well as
by the horribly crowded, bureaucratic, and authoritarian French higher edu-
cation system. These riots, which quickly gained extensive working-class and
middle-class support, shook the waning de Gaulle presidency to its core and
played a considerable role in the president’s resignation one year later, un-
der the cover of a failed referendum.’ Indeed, the events of 1968 transformed
French attitudes toward authority, youth culture, gender relations, and iden-
tity politics, and this was equally true within the French Jewish community
as well.

Alain Grynberg
Born 1950, Paris
Interviewed Spring 1993

My life in Paris had two important aspects: my studies and my life as a Jew.
My first approach to Judaism started when I was six years old. We did not get
very involved at home because my father erased Judaism from his life after
World War II. But he still thought that his son should know about his religion.

I was born in 1950, a member of the postwar generation, the generation they
thirsted for during the years they spent in the concentration camps. They were
not a common generation: they had strength and a special attachment to life.

But let me go back for a moment and talk about my family background and
something of my political beliefs. My father came from Poland; my mother
was born in Paris. Her father was Russian and her mother was from Romania.
My father came to Paris in 1929 during the economic crisis. At the time he was
20, although he had left home at the age of 15 to work in Warsaw. Like many
others, he was a tailor. He lived with his employer who paid him two kopeks
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a week. When he came to Paris, he stayed with his brother who was a rabbi
there. The brother was five years older. Unfortunately, he died in 1934.

I started attending summer camps for Jews. This was in 1956, before the arriv-
al of Sephardim in France. I went to a camp called Foyer Ouvrier Juif [Jewish
Workers” Association], an organization that helped orphans of the war and
bought two castles to shelter them. It was like a summer camp that brought
together Jewish kids who did not come from wealthy families. I started there
and stayed until 1975, becoming a director. I virtually lived in that environ-
ment for 20 years. To this day, I have very good friends from there.

The Lycée Voltaire in Paris was my school. It was a big school with 3,500
students. Almost 50 per cent of the kids were Jewish. It was difficult at the
time of the Algerian War (1954-1962). Every time there was a bomb alert, we
would not go to school.

In 1960, something different happened: the Sephardim. We experienced the
same sort of things as the Israelis: the arrival of half a million people [an ex-
aggeration] from another culture [Algeria] without jobs. They were poor. Of
course, some of them had money, but not many. The Jews from Tunisia and
Morocco were a little different. They did not all come at the same time.

May 1968 opened the doors of politics, and for a while we lost interest in
the youth movement. There also was the problem of the Six Day War, the
difficulty of explaining it politically, the problems of the occupied territories
[i.e., the Golan Heights, the West Bank territories, East Jerusalem, and the
Sinai peninsula, including Gaza.] After 1968, I was at the University of Paris,
studying science.

My father told me that life in Paris for the Jews and non-Jews in the 1930s was
fabulous. The Jews had a different attitude towards each other during those
years. My father and my grandmother told me that they would support each
other, give each other jobs. There was a purpose, a Jewish community I think
that today things are different; there is a hierarchy and different classes, and
this is starting in Israel too, unfortunately. It is very sad because it represents
the beginning of the end of the Jewish community. Once you start getting
closer to a Gentile, because he has the same job you have, rather than closer
to a Jew, this is the end. Everyone lived together, and we talked Yiddish in
the house. And I might add that I never had any formal education in Hebrew
when I was young. My father did not want me to learn it. It had to do with poli-
tics. He had been a Communist, part of the Jewish International. After World
War II, he abandoned his political ideas and, soon after, his religious beliefs.

I learned only a few things about my family during the Shoah. My parents
had been married to others before the war. For both of them, it was a second
marriage. My father’s first wife died during the war. My mother’s first hus-
band died at the very beginning of the war. Most of my father’s family died
in Auschwitz.

My father does not feel very comfortable talking about the Holocaust. The
French turned him in. It changed his vision of France. When he got his French
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citizenship after the war, I think that it was almost like an apology note. Of
course, this had an impact on his identity as French. After he was deported,
he spent four years in Auschwitz, from March 1941 to May 1945 . . ..

Israel was not important for my parents, even though it was for me. Don’t
forget that at the age of six I was singing Hebrew songs at the summer camp.
The only idea I had about Israel was the vision of a golden temple. I did not
know about politics yet. I believed in Zionism and I was happy.

The wars changed everything. I “lived” the Six Day War. I was 17, and it is
ironic that the war started the same day we had our big party at the youth
movement I do not think we slept on any of the six days. We listened to the
radio all the time. About 60 of us had planned to go to Israel in July 1967
but we went after the war. In 1968 I was in Paris at the university. I was, of
course, a Leftist like everyone, though a Leftist and a Zionist, as well. I con-
sidered myself a hard leftist, a Trotskyite. At that age—18 or 20 years—we
wanted to fight against injustice.

People from my generation, the Jews from my generation, have this in their
blood. Today, I have a different role in politics, but if I had the means, I would
pursue the ideals I had at the time. I changed my views on Trotsky because
they do not correspond to the reality we live in. It still represents something
though. Back at the time, we had foreseen what would happen. We said it, but
no one listened. For example, what happened here in Dijon? Factories shut
down. The Hoover factory shut down. Salaries were cut by 30 per cent. .. and
everything was transferred to England, a major sore spot in 1993.

Today, I am more concerned with giving political power back to the citizens.
Many of my leftist ideas died. In France, Mitterrand was elected based on
ideas from the Left. Then, he followed the politics of the Right. This is proof
that is very hard to follow leftist ideas in a European country. Now, in today’s
elections, there are no candidates for me.® (Brackets in original.)

Annie Edelman and Maurice “Gislain” Bensoussan
Born 1946, Lyon, France and 1946, Algeria, respectively
Interviewed Spring 1993

ANNIE: My “Jewish life” began when I was 14. The turning point came when I
saw the movie, Mein Kampf.” Thanks to the film, I began thinking about Juda-
ism. I asked my mother what it meant to be a Jew. She did not have an an-
swer. Or, rather, the answer she had was that it meant “the ovens.” I decided
to investigate for myself. We were living in Lyon at the time so I contacted the
rabbi there, who turned out to be very impressive. Then I met some young
people in the city who had a community house where classes were held. They
were mostly boys, though occasionally a girl would attend. One day, young
people of the Ha Shomer Ha-Tsair [a left-wing, Zionist Youth Movement]
came and convinced me to participate in their activities. So you see, it started
little by little and eventually became an important part of my life.
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I did my first college year at the Catholic University of Lyon, then transferred
to the university in Dijon. There I continued to learn more about Judaism. For
along time, I had worn a “Magen David” [Star of David] in gold, and one day
at the university’s cafeteria a guy noticed it and asked me if I was Jewish. I
replied that I was, and he told me that there was a synagogue in Dijon, with
people of our age, and was I interested? That is how I came into contact with
the community of Dijon. It turned out to be easy to integrate into it because it
was then rather small.

Still, there were difficulties. I had gotten married to a Catholic and already
had a child. My integration was hard and was so until the day I met Gislain,
my second husband, an Algerian Jew. Then, problems of that kind came to
an end.

I'had never been involved in politics. Even in May 1968, when there were stu-
dent and workers uprisings in Paris that nearly toppled de Gaulle and helped
lead to his retirement a year later, I didn’t participate but only observed.
Then came the Six Day War [a year before, actually], in which Israel defeated
Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, who were supported by several other Arab states; at
first, Jews worldwide feared another Holocaust, provoking widespread sup-
port for Israel and other Jewish causes. I was concerned and followed the
news. Here in Dijon we held a meeting at the synagogue to collect money. I
remember really well, for example, photographs of Israeli soldiers in front of
the Kotel. Those images were really strong.

I do, of course, remember de Gaulle’s attitude [about Israel and the Jews],
the embargo [of French weapons to Israel], all the politics, and, afterwards,
Georges Pompidou, whom I remember even better. As the years passed, I
became more and more concerned.

Gisrain: Like Annie, I was born in 1946, but in Algeria, in the city of Mostag-
anem, located on the coast near Oran. It was a city of perhaps 50,000 inhabit-
ants. I had a flawless childhood. There was a small Jewish community with
a fine social life, like all the Jewish communities in Algeria. We had many
“traditionalists,” but not many real Orthodox folks.

We did not leave Algeria because of problems with the Muslims. We had
Muslim and Catholic friends, although we all lived in different parts of the
city. Things began to change when I was in high school and my brother was
in elementary school. He had to learn Arabic, which showed the ending of
French rule.

It was not really hard when my family moved to France. My father made
money; he worked with wood as a cabinet and furniture maker. Between
1952 and 1956, he worked in a Simca automobile factory. But we spent what
we earned.

When we came to Marseille, I found that there were Jews in my school. But

we did not have a community life except for the holidays. I saw the movie
Mein Kampf at school and understood the relationship between the war and
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the Jews. But I had relatively little contact with Jewish problems until the Six
Day War. It was at the start of my second year in university. There was a post-
er in the cafeteria announcing that the Union of Jewish Students of France
was organizing a general meeting, so I went. I became a member and stayed
until 1973 when I finished my studies.

During those years, I had a chance to talk with Jews about Israel and other
things. I learned the history of Israel, the actions of the Labor Party, the role
of the state, the political categories. I tended to be on the Left although I never
joined a political party —mostly because of Israel. But of course in Marseille
the Union of Jewish Students was always on the Left. I did have friends who
were in movements like the Communist League. But when the biggest stu-
dent organization in France of which we all were members joined with other
leftist parties in criticizing Israel and siding with the Palestinians, we sent in
our membership cards saying, “This is the end!”

I'was in the Faculty of Sciences. The majority of the people there were on the
Left. We sometimes had discussions with Arabs; there were Arab groups at
the university from Morocco and Algeria. They were against Israel and they
supported the Palestinians.

ANNIE: [Here in Dijon] I was angry because no one was concerned about the
Jews in the Soviet Union. I had first become involved with the LICRA [Ligue
International Contre le racism et 'anti-semitisme].? I started as a result of rac-
ism, not politics. I can’t remember the year, perhaps 1970. With LICRA, I met
Jews who were members of the community and Jews who were not. I got
involved in order to preserve human rights, not for political reasons. I partici-
pated in political demonstrations because I was concerned about Israel and
the fact that France has always been more on the Arab side. But the LICRA is
not involved in politics. It deals with racism, anti-Semitism.

It is important for a Jew involved with the LICRA to deal with the worst kind
of racism in France, that against Arabs. Arabs have been here for a long time,
and they have nothing to do with the problems in the Middle East. They are
workers who live in difficult conditions and we protect them, of course. Israel
is another thing. The LICRA also shows to the Arabs that Jews are not always
hard on Arabs. There are some Muslim members of the LICRA in Dijon. It is
really integrated. In the rest of France, it is mostly Jews.’ (Brackets in original.)

Francoise Tenenbaum
Born 1950, Paris
Interviewed Spring 1993 and June 2005

Victor Hugo was an all-girls” public high school [in Paris]. The students were
the daughters of people who worked in the textile industry, for which the
Marais was well-known. And yes, I realized there I was a Jew. I remember, in
particular, one episode. My parents had suffered a lot from the war but still
celebrated the holidays, since my mother was religious. Every year I would
take off from school for Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur. The year I was in sixth
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grade, I missed school for Rosh Hashanah, and my mother wrote an excuse
saying that I had to go to a wedding. I turned in the note at eight o’clock,
and at ten they called me back and asked me to bring my mother. When my
mother arrived at the office, they told her, “We know why your daughter
missed school, you suffered enough and you should not lie.” And after that
we always wrote the truth. We were afraid to say that we were Jewish. In fact,
the word “Jew” did not even exist for us; we would instead say “Israélite”
[polite non ethnic term used by assimilated Jews before the 1970s].

During those years we never talked about the war, I asked my father about
it; he never spoke of it because he did not want us to feel like Jews did not do
enough. I think they just wanted to forget about it and start a new life.

I did receive a religious education. Every Sunday I would go to the Talmud
Torah. I also did my bat mitzvah in the first group of girls who did it. That
was at La Victoire Synagogue, one of Europe’s biggest synagogues built at the
time of Napoleon III on La Victoire Street in Paris.

I'was 17 during the Six Day War in 1967. It was my dream to go to Israel even
though I did not speak Hebrew. We knew what was going on because we
would bring radios to school. It was not allowed, but we nevertheless did it.

The following year, spring 1968, because of the students” and workers’ rebel-
lion, we did not have class for a long while. It was just impossible to take the
written exams. Instead there were only oral exams, and we were not pre-
pared for them. I remember that the day I took them was very hot, the exams
were hard, and the professors were not focused. There was a demonstration
against de Gaulle’s government of almost 7,000 or 8,000 people marching
from the Place de la Nation to the Hotel de Ville. There was also another dem-
onstration, this time in favor of de Gaulle on the Champs-Elysées with a lot of
people. My father was singing the Internationale. He was a liberal although
not enrolled in any party. He believed that liberals are more open-minded,
take more care of human rights, and are kinder to the Jewish community, not
only to the Jews of France, but in general. As for Israel, my father was sympa-
thetic but he never felt he had to settle there. He and my mother did go there
in 1967 at the time of the Wall’s liberation. I went for the first time in 1970 with
a group of young Jews.

In May 1968, I saw demonstrations and attended some of them. I went to the
Sorbonne meeting in the grand amphitheatre, and we held some meetings in
my school. It was amazing. I really felt that we were doing something good.
People were full of ideas. It was serious, too. We had hope; we were accom-
plishing things. But there were hard times as well. Once when I was taking an
environmental class, the young woman professor came to class in tears. Her
car had been burnt during a demonstration with her handwritten thesis in it;
she had no copy.

At this time it is impossible to say that the Shoah was present in our thinking.

[Neither was] Israel, but we were more positive about that. We knew that an-
ti-Semitism existed in France, even though perhaps we had not experienced
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it. Yes, and Vichy was a taboo subject. We are Jewish, and we have always
been proud of it.

I remember that when I was in high school, some people were organizing a
demonstration for Vietnamese children. Of course, I was interested, so I went
to the meeting, which took place in a café in the Marais area. They had drinks,
and when I asked for a Coke they said that I could only have a Pepsi because
Coke was American. I left [because Pepsi would not sell its products in Israel,
while Coke did sell its products there].

During that time when I was at the university, I did my first two years of
pharmacology, and then I did environmental studies in the Science Depart-
ment at Jussieu University in Paris and also in cartography at the National
Geographic Institute. The people at Jussieu supported the Arab cause, as they
called it. I would take down posters that were against Israel. They knew that
I was Jewish, but I was not involved in any organizations. I knew Jews who
were part of various leftist groups, but I did not have time for those things.

Years later when [my husband and I] returned from my husband’s residency at
Brown University we came back [to Dijon], I applied for a teaching position at
the university, but nobody knew me in the Department of Geography because
I'hadn’t studied there. They told me to go instead to the regional headquarters
of the social security [service] because they needed somebody for hospital plan-
ning. Social Security hired me, and I started working in May 1983.

At this time the Jewish community was changing. Before our departure to
the United States no other structure or service existed beside the synagogue
and the [kosher] butchers. I think that it really changed with the creation of
B'nai B'rith."” It was something different. The intellectual work was interest-
ing and gave us a chance to meet a lot of people in a bigger organization. We
really wanted to do something. We wanted structure. We wanted to fight anti-
Semitism and to improve [economic relations] with Israel.

I think that it’s important to be heard as a Jew. We are what we are, and we
have to present ourselves accordingly. We did not do that before. I come from
a family who suffered from World War II. We did not hide ourselves, but
we did not live in an open way. It is like hooking the mezuzah on the door.
Many people do not put it on the outside but rather on the inside. It was like
that in my parents” house. They told me, “We do not want to disturb people
outside.” They did not want to be questioned. They did not want to deal with
these things.

Now politicians are invited to talk to us as Jews. They have to respect us for
what we are. It is our right. We are French. But for many people we are still a
mystery, hard to understand. Although fewer and fewer people believe that
“the Jews killed Jesus,” they do not understand how we live, and, on top
of it, it’s impossible for them to think that we do not celebrate Christmas."
(Brackets in original.)
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