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Using Historical Re-Enactment in a University Classroom
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IN MAY OF 1968, a sudden uprising took France by surprise.  
What started as a straightforward protest over cramped facilities 
and inadequate resources at the recently built Nanterre University 
on the outskirts of Paris mushroomed into an expression of youthful 
discontent and, eventually, exasperation with France’s aging leader, 
Charles de Gaulle.  The tension was ratcheted up still further when 
workers—first in the vicinity of Paris and then further afield—began 
to protest over working conditions and levels of pay.  Even the 
intervention of union leaders and the negotiation of an agreement 
with the Government did little to quell dissatisfaction.  At its height, 
the rebellion that had begun so simply in May 1968 involved 
approximately 9 million French workers and threatened both to 
topple France’s wartime savior and reorganize fundamental internal 
social relations.1  If the May protests receded as quickly as they 
arose, with more modest immediate repercussions than expected,2 
the period was no less exhilarating—or disconcerting, depending on 
one’s perspective—for those who lived through it.

How might an instructor recount this story and make plain the 
various strands of thought that clashed amidst the discontent in 
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1968?  How might she or he communicate something of the hope, 
fear, anger, and self-reflection occasioned by the events some forty 
years and thousands of kilometers away, in a classroom situated in 
a new campus of Wilfrid Laurier University in the former industrial 
hub of Brantford, Ontario?  These were the questions I grappled with 
as a young instructor teaching a first-year course entitled “The World 
in the 21st Century.”3  Taking as my guide the slogan from 1968 that 
“Tout est possible!”—Anything is possible!—I decided to venture into 
what was, for me at least, uncharted territory, and include a mandatory 
re-enactment4 of the May events in my introductory interdisciplinary 
course.  The phrase from which I drew inspiration turned out to be 
prescient, as we shared memorable experiences together and I reached 
the conclusion that, even after taking into account the inherent 
potential dangers, there were very real pedagogical rewards to be 
earned from this innovative teaching method.

Re-Enactment Objectives and Debates Surrounding Them

Few academic disciplines have undergone the academic scrutiny 
that history has since the end of the Second World War.5  At the same 
time, popular notions about the value of this discipline have been 
shaped by a number of less than approving aphorisms.  History has 
been said to be “written by the victors,” it has been called “the lie 
agreed upon,” and has even been written off as nothing more than 
“bunk.”6  Perhaps the vitriol with which history has been dismissed 
stems from the enduring belief that the discipline is most useful as 
a blueprint, enabling us to learn lessons from and avoid the costliest 
mistakes of the past.7  This frustrated hope only heightens the 
exasperation of those who feel betrayed by its practitioners—much as 
people decry the inaccuracy of weather forecasts in daily conversation.

Even those who continue to insist that history is a valuable pursuit 
agree that the way it has been taught has not necessarily heightened 
its appeal.  The American historian, David Thelen, has noted:

History poses a profoundly troubling paradox in American culture.  
On the one hand, there has never been greater popular interest in 
history—expressed in genealogy, reunions, museums, films.  On 
the other, academic historians lament shrinking audiences for their 
scholarship, and surveys report that Americans do not recognize 
people or events from American history…Americans use the past 
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actively and critically to live their lives, but they feel disconnected 
from and distrustful toward “history” where they usually encounter 
it, in school.8

A growing consensus among historians has emerged to the effect 
that, if history is to be revitalized, it will require recognition of the 
disconnect between popular and professional, as well as an embracing 
of innovative methods of exploring the past, such as re-enactment.

The problem is that few of the new methods have engendered as 
much controversy as re-enactment.  Katherine Johnson, a Performance 
Studies scholar, has declared herself guardedly optimistic about the 
potential of this method, but has also noted that “it remains on 
the fringe, held at arm’s length, the charismatic, but troubled (and 
troubling) distant relative.”9  The Australian historian, Greg Dening, 
famously opined that “The most unhistorical thing we can do is to 
imagine that the past is us in funny clothes.”10  Meanwhile, Jerome 
de Groot has suggested that “To paraphrase an adage, the re-enactor 
knows the price of everything in the past but understands the value 
and significance of nothing.”11

Part of the problem here is definitional.  When most people 
think of re-enactment, their minds run to simulations of great 
battles, undertaken by passionate amateurs who can appear to be 
preoccupied more with the authenticity of a weapon or costume than 
with the meaning of the events they recreate.  However, to limit re-
enactment to this specific form is to do it an injustice.  As numerous 
authors have pointed out, re-enactment has “become an increasingly 
common device in a range of media and has gained respectability 
as a pedagogical and museological tool.”12  In the process, our 
understanding of what might be identified as re-enactment has 
expanded.  One expert has suggested that “Recent scholars use the 
term to include everything from living history museums, technical 
reconstructions and ‘nostalgia’ toys (e.g., tin figures, dioramas 
and architectural models) to literature, film, photography, video 
games, television shows, pageants, parades and, reenactment’s most 
ubiquitous instantiation, social and cyber groups devoted to historical 
performance.”13  Whether it is a matter of instructors making use 
of video games when exploring an event like the D-Day landings, 
historical sites like Colonial Williamsburg producing live plays 
featuring the likes of Thomas Jefferson, or museums like London’s 
Imperial War Museum creating immersive experiences such as 
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its Blitz and Trench exhibits, re-enactment has assumed a greater 
importance in the last few decades.14  For the purposes of this article, 
I will be using the term “re-enactment” in a more restricted sense, 
to refer to “a social and personal re-creation of history, based on 
an exercise of historical imagination and bodily mimicry of certain 
historical circumstances.”15  This is what I attempted between 2000 
and 2014 in my introductory interdisciplinary course.

What were some of the factors that motivated my leap of faith 
and what were some of the advantages that I anticipated in taking 
this route?  My earlier career had confirmed for me that students 
were often only vaguely aware of the past.  I frequently saw major 
gaps in their knowledge of Canadian history, let alone world 
history.  Furthermore, I was noticing an increasing tendency towards 
presentism, in which the past is judged by contemporary standards.16  
As our campus was new and appealed especially to potential local 
students, we had a higher percentage of mature learners among our 
numbers, particularly in the first decade of operation, and I bargained 
that these students would bring a degree of awareness of the past 
and a wealth of lived experience to the study of events that were 
formative for the twenty-first century.

After listening to a fascinating presentation on the use of re-
enactments in history courses at the 1999 conference of the Society 
for French Historical Studies in Washington D.C., I decided to 
employ this method in my class.  I knew immediately that I would 
need to support this choice with clear objectives grounded in the 
emerging literature.  I identified six main benefits that I believed 
the use of the re-enactment could offer.  These were: a) enhanced 
student engagement; b) personal growth for individual students; c) 
development of historical empathy; d) improved understanding of 
the interplay between past and present; e) greater awareness of the 
interaction between individual agency and larger historical forces; 
and f) the opening up of history to become something more than a 
static account of the past.

With respect to engagement, the simple fact of trying something 
that was different created a degree of interest among students.  
Whether enthusiastic or trepidatious, there was a buzz that preceded 
the event.  But there was more at play than this.  Like the experiences 
that have popped up at museums around the world, a re-enactment 
seeks to be immersive.  Its creators bank on the power of affect to 
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enliven the experience.  What has been described as the affective 
turn has had a profound influence on academic fields at universities 
around the world in recent years, none more than history.17 Believers 
in the power of affect contend:

[P]reconscious feelings and impulses are altered by smells, hormones, 
gestures, and images, and that these affective incitements change 
depending upon the qualitative conditions of social relations.  This 
understanding of affect suggests that what we imagine to be individual 
and specific—impulses, attitudes, emotions, and feelings—in fact 
have a social, historical, and therefore shared dimension.  Neither 
biologically deterministic nor humanistic, this approach allows for 
bodily experience to be understood as a dynamic registration of 
environmental change.18 

In other words, “affect” refers to those forces that act upon human 
beings in order to either increase or retard their ability to act.  A song 
may motivate a person before an important sporting contest.  A smell 
may encourage us to purchase more items in a department store.  In 
the same manner, the creation of an environment embracing all the 
senses may encourage a deeper engagement with the past among 
university students seeking to understand an event that, on the face 
of things, is remote from their own experience.19

Another goal that motivated my decision to employ re-enactment 
in my course was to stimulate personal growth.  As a student at 
Frederik Meijer Honors College observed:

I was assigned to be a woman who was an author and feminist.  I 
would never stand up on a desk and give a passionate, five-minute 
speech off the bat, but that’s what my character did in real life, so 
that’s what I did.  It pushed me to become a better speaker.20 

I saw countless instances where a normally reserved student, whether 
feeling moved by the passion of the debate or comforted by the degree 
of anonymity afforded by the crowd, made an outsized contribution 
to the May 1968 re-enactment.  One student, a journalist in the 
simulation, made a mental note of the way her peer, who was cast 
in the role of de Gaulle, played a much more prominent part in the 
discussions that ensued.  She asserted that “Even if the props were 
limited, I would say that this element of theater, of inhabiting a 
role it definitely gave some people more freedom to step outside of 
themselves…[Her friend] absolutely was de Gaulle for the moments 
that he was in that role.”21



446	 Peter Farrugia

One of the most significant objectives of my re-enactment was the 
fostering of a sense of historical empathy.  This is “the process of 
students’ cognitive and affective engagement with historical figures 
to better understand and contextualize their lived experiences, 
decisions, or actions.  Historical empathy involves understanding 
how people from the past thought, felt, made decisions, acted, 
and faced consequences within a specific historical and social 
context.”22  But it is precisely here that doubts still sometimes linger.  
Critics worry that re-enactment is nothing more than theatricality.  
Recently, there has been a degree of pushback against the notion 
that any measure of theatricality diminishes the utility of re-
enactment as a genre of historiography.23  More and more experts 
are concluding that “taking reenactment seriously as a methodology 
is worth the risk.”24 

As Vanessa Agnew suggested, re-enactment has something real 
to offer the academy.  Perhaps it is not always the “straightforward 
narratives…authoritatively presented” that she describes; neither 
is it always “preoccupied with the minutiae of daily life” as she 
insists.25  One of the features of the simulation I developed was that 
it did not provide a simple idea of what transpired in May 1968.  At 
the same time, the focus was on not so much the accuracy of this or 
that piece of clothing or placard, but on the clash of ideas in the heat 
of the moment.  What is revolution?  Can students drawn from the 
comfortable middle class truly understand the concept?  Are workers 
more concerned with improved working conditions and pay over a 
reorientation of society?  What is owed a great leader who may be 
in the twilight of his career?  These and other questions were the 
real stuff of our re-enactment and there was no single, clear answer 
being expressed in the Spring of 1968.

Another core objective of the re-enactment in my course was to 
underline the interplay between past and present.  One student in 
an early group that took part in the simulation offered a perceptive 
observation about this interplay.  He noted, “The de Gaulle camp 
definitely over-prepared this as an academic, organized debate 
and what was funny was watching them amongst this chaos you 
almost saw exactly what you would assume would be a government 
response to this…I’m going to stand, I’m going to make a speech and 
that’s going to make it all better.”26  In others words, the ineffectual 
nature of set speeches in the present (the chaotic town hall meeting 
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punctuated by heckling and civil disobedience) mirrored the labored 
initial response of the President of the Republic in 1968.  In this 
way, it was easier for students to understand how a seasoned leader 
could misread the rapidly evolving situation on the ground.  The 
same student admitted that he was cognizant of the overlap between 
his “staged” resistance during the re-enactment and his genuine 
resistance in response to the U.S. invasion of Iraq at the time he 
was in my class.27  It is little wonder that another participant in the 
re-enactment commented that she was “using the world I live in to 
help create how I felt about it [the May events].”28

Given the reticence of some academics when it comes to 
re-enactment, it is interesting to note that there is a healthy 
historiographical tradition of embracing the performative.  The 
most famous example of this can be found in the work of R. G. 
Collingwood:

How, or on what conditions, can the historian know the past?  In 
considering this question, the first point to notice is that the past 
is never a given fact which he can apprehend empirically by 
perception…[T]he historian is not an eyewitness of the facts he 
desires to know.  Nor does the historian fancy that he is; he knows 
quite well that his only possible knowledge of the past is mediate 
or inferential or indirect, never empirical….My historical review 
of the idea of history has resulted in the emergence of an answer 
to this question: namely, that the historian must re-enact the past in 
his own mind.29

It is worthwhile keeping in mind that the idea of re-enactment in the 
historical process is not an entirely new concept.

Equally important in the aims I established for the re-enactment 
was the goal of highlighting the interplay of individual agency and 
larger, impersonal forces.  With respect to individuals, there has 
been a particular emphasis in the museum world on giving due 
recognition to the role played by flesh and blood human beings in 
historical phenomena.  The In Flanders Fields Museum in Ypres, 
Belgium is an especially good example of this.  It explores the 
large-scale events of the First World War, but “in parallel sets out a 
course of eyewitnesses.  Those who were there are called up again 
to have their accounts told by real-life actors.”30  The strategy is 
simple: encourage the connection between the student/visitor in 
the present and the everyday people who lived through the past 
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experience being chronicled.  As one observer has put it, “If we can 
make the story about a person, then we can suddenly transfer that 
potential experience of one person to the larger group experience.  
You can truly humanize the story.”31

Beyond valorizing the role of the individual in history, it is 
important to accentuate the delicate dance that takes place in history 
between individuals, who exercise personal agency, and seismic 
forces that act in a subterranean way to make an outcome more or 
less likely.  As David Thelen has put it, “Individuals construct from 
time, place and circumstances, not determinants of their behaviour 
but horizons of possibility and constraint, including relationships, 
pressures, and conventions from which they frame choices and take 
responsibility for them.”32

Ultimately, the suite of objectives that I have enumerated thus 
far relates to the larger goal of the course re-enactment, which was 
to make of history something less rigid and lifeless and something 
more organic, open and fluid.  Instructors who are committed to 
this goal want students to grasp the messiness of history.33  As one 
of my re-enactment participants aptly observed, “As a historian in 
that classroom I definitely thought ‘Isn’t this a great way to show 
that messiness?’…to see it is different than reading or hearing 
what another historian said.”  He went on to explain the benefits of 
such “live-action history,” recalling that his instructors in history 
courses always encouraged him to convey multiple viewpoints in 
his written work, but suggesting, “At a second-year level we can’t 
expect a student to do all the research to bring in those multiple 
perspectives.”34  What transpires in these environments, then, is a 
sort of liberation in which re-enactment’s “emancipatory gesture 
is to allow participants to select their own past in reaction to a 
conflicted present.”35

Preparations for the Re-Enactment

Having determined that I would use re-enactment and having 
enumerated a series of learning outcomes, it remained to choose 
a specific historical moment to recreate.  I chose the May 1968 
events in France for a few reasons.  Most students were familiar 
with the concept of the counter-culture from the 1960s, so there 
was a certain frisson that was created by the thought of exploring 
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so volatile a period.  At the same time, events in French history in 
the 1960s, and the cultural foundations that made them possible, 
were largely unknown to the majority of participating students.  This 
fact helped create a certain distance from the events and prevented 
the exploration of issues that might be emotionally fraught for 
participants.  For example, even before the location of unmarked 
graves at the sites of Canadian residential schools in recent years, 
there was considerable emotion around the question of the schools 
and the assimilationist agenda that gave them birth.  There would 
have been many students for whom such a theme would have been 
inappropriate.  By comparison, May 1968 in France was safe.  One 
final factor in the selection of the May events as the subject of our 
simulation was that, both in France and further afield, there was 
mounting interest in the 1968 uprising, which would make source 
material more readily available.36

I developed a series of measures designed to prepare the ground for 
the re-enactment.  First, I always strove to include two introductory 
lectures.  The first was a broader survey of the 1960s as a period of 
flux on an international scale.  It dealt with themes including the 
generation gap, the sexual revolution, feminism, decolonization, 
and technological change.  The second was more narrowly focused 
on forces that shaped France in this era.  These included the French 
revolutionary tradition, defeat and occupation in World War II, the 
rapid social and economic changes of the post-1945 era, and the 
towering presence of Charles de Gaulle.

It is worth lingering on crucial figure of the President for a 
moment; he was closely identified with the Resistance during 
World War II, and was viewed in nearly hagiographic terms in the 
immediate post-war years.37  By May 1968, however, de Gaulle was 
77 years old and, for many young French citizens, he represented a 
bygone era.  Youth had no recollection of the war or the internecine 
struggle occasioned by defeat at the hands of Nazi Germany.  
Their lack of deference, coupled with an emerging desire for free 
expression and more egalitarian social structures, gave the lie to the 
editorialist at Le Monde, who wrote a few short months before the 
uprising that “France was bored.”38  At the same time, the alacrity 
with which de Gaulle lost the confidence of the people surprised both 
friend and foe.  As one historian has put it, “General de Gaulle died 
in November 1970.  But this was his official death.  His real death, 
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it has been argued, took place in May 1968.  The most prestigious 
head of state in the western world saw his reputation and authority 
destroyed within a few days.”39

I utilized a second important method of preparation for the re-
enactment.  I always scheduled tutorial time for students in the 
class to work together to prepare their contributions.  I carefully 
gathered primary and secondary documents related to the uprising 
and placed them in folders according to the role being played, such 
as student radical, politician, worker, union leader, etc. (Figure 1).40  
These were not exclusively for use in class, but could be signed out 
by individuals for further study.  It was my hope that, in reviewing 
these documents, students would be gripped by these artifacts from 

Figure 1:  Some of the materials gathered for students to use as they prepared 
for their re-enactment roles.
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the past.  I also knew that those who are not trained historians tend 
to look back on the past and attribute a sense of inevitability to 
events such as the fall of a Charles de Gaulle.  If nothing else, the 
primary documents from the time demonstrate that the situation was 
developing extremely rapidly.

With respect to the groups in which the students worked, these 
served a couple of critical functions.  Students were placed in their 
groups after a few weeks of the course, so that I could get a sense 
of their strengths and weaknesses.  I worked hard to keep tutorial 
members together to facilitate preparatory work.  I also tried to 
ensure that strong individuals were present in every group.  In this 
manner, the likelihood that all points of view would be articulated 
clearly was increased.  In addition, I counted on the power of the 
group to encourage quieter students to participate more vocally 
in the proceedings.  In allocating students to factions, I sought to 
ensure that certain groups were especially strong: the journalists 
and the situationists.

The journalists would need to have a solid grounding across areas 
of content so as to draw out participants on various key subjects.  
They would also have to be sufficiently poised to assert their will and 
maintain order in a chaotic environment where chanting, heckling, 
and acts of civil disobedience would occur.  Another group that played 
a significant role in the re-enactment was the situationists.  This was 
a group of leftist intellectuals who believed that “The entire life of 
those societies in which modern conditions of production prevail 
appears as an immense accumulation of spectacles.”41  This was a 
variation on the “bread and circuses” thesis, which held that French 
citizens were anesthetized to societal inequities by consumerism 
and other glittering attainments that momentarily satisfied them.  
Students working in this group needed strong reading skills (to 
get through the challenging work of the philosophers) and great 
confidence (to attempt a theatrical intervention in the situationist 
style during the re-enactment).  One group of situationists walked up 
to the front for their introductory statement linked together by paper 
chains, with all but one of their members wearing duct tape over 
their mouths.  The leader removed the tape from her compatriots, 
shouted “Free your mind!”, and everyone broke their chains together.  
It was a highly effective moment that silenced the crowd and gave 
the intellectuals a platform from which to speak (Figure 2).
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Intricate contributions like this one require ample time to plan, 
and the dedication of tutorial time to group planning was critical.  It 
allowed students to coordinate their opening statements and work up 
responses to anticipated questions from other groups or the journalists.  
It also provided the student and worker groups in particular the 
opportunity to plan their strategies for disrupting the meeting.  
Participants were told that civil disobedience, within acceptable 
bounds, was permissible.  Usually, this meant the fabrication of 
banners and placards modeled on those used in 1968 (Figure 3).  But 
it could entail something more elaborate.  In one instance, my heart 
sank as I saw a group of students approach the front of the lecture 
hall armed with spray paint.  I was about to intervene when I noticed 
bedsheets being unfurled; I heaved a sigh of relief as slogans were 
emblazoned on the sheets and hung in prominent positions.  “Tout est 
possible” implies that vigilance on the part of the instructor is needed!

Figure 2:  A group of situationists enact a piece of political theater, in which 
paper chains are broken and taped mouths are freed to express opinions about 
the state of French culture.
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In tutorial time allocated to preparation for the event, students were 
to create a brief (250-word) biography of their character, whether 
fictional or historical.  This would help them to understand their 
character’s motivations and, in particular, their attitude with respect 
to the tactics of the revolutionaries.  In addition, participants were 
encouraged to come dressed in period costume.  Wearing the uniform 
of their character—whether well-heeled conservative observer, 
student radical, laborer, or politician—helped students immerse 
themselves in the moment (Figure 4).  Finally, by allowing civil 
disobedience, I was inviting students to experience the effectiveness 
of certain forms of protest and to live through moments of frustration 
and even anger when they were not being allowed to speak.42  Once 
again, there had to be clear limits.  On one occasion, and one only, 
I cast some class members as police officers.  The result was a 
variation on the Stanford Prison Experiment of 1971, where those 

Figure 3:  A bespoke poster used in one of the re-enactments, cleverly combining 
two slogans from the uprising (“It is forbidden to forbid!” at top, and “Be Young 
and Shut Up!” below with its accompanying image).
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cast as prison guards became abusive of “prisoners.”  In this case, 
the student playing student leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit, as well as a 
couple of lieutenants, were handled roughly by authorities, prompting 
me to discontinue the role of police officer in the future.43

To augment my introductory lectures and the work students put 
in with the files that I had prepared, I would also show clips from 
films depicting this era in French history.  I used a number of films 
with varying degrees of success.  Jacques Tati’s Mon Oncle (1958) 
offered a charming portrait of the collision of the two Frances—
one sleek, suburban, and modernizing and the other resolutely 
traditional, agrarian, and chaotic.44  The humor of the film and the 
use of prominent symbols tended to appeal to the students.  Seymour 
Drescher’s documentary, Confrontation: Paris, 1968 (1970) tended 
to be less entertaining, but contained plenty of archival footage that 
conveyed something of the disorientation of the period.45  Finally, 
Louis Malle’s Milou en Mai [May Fools] (1990), while exploring 
family relations as much as political concerns, did communicate the 

Figure 4:  A student cast as Socialist leader, François Mitterrand, makes his pitch 
for support in defeating President de Gaulle.
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expectations of the bourgeoisie, first dashed by the elderly President 
and then encouraged when he delivered his second, much firmer, 
renunciation of the uprising at the end of May.46  My eventual practice 
was to combine documentary and fictional works so as to choose the 
best elements from both and provide as much context as possible.

The Day of the Event

After considerable preparation, the day of the re-enactment would 
arrive.  There was invariably an air of excitement in the room as we 
gathered.47  As noted above, I encouraged students to dress in character 
where possible.  Inevitably, there was a range of interpretations of what 
this meant, but it was not unusual to see business suits for politicians 
and union leaders or fringed shirts and beads for the student radicals.  
One young woman, cast as an assistant to socialist François Mitterrand, 
came in a striking, pale pink skirt and matching jacket, wearing her 
mother’s horned-rimmed glasses and her hair in a bouffant.48

Watching her interact with her political master, I realized how 
the costume was influencing her demeanor.  She was attempting to 
walk that line between being dressed in a business-like manner and 
retaining a certain feminine charm, like so many women of the era, 
who were exploring new frontiers in the world of work but were 
coming up against age-old gender stereotypes at the same time.  
But her costume was affecting her in other ways also.  Katherine 
Johnson described the physical and mental impact of costume when 
participating in the Jane Austen Festival Australia:

Sitting down, the tightness of my corset squeezes my ribcage, digging 
into my shoulder blades, forbidding me to slouch.  My shoulders, 
accustomed to hunching over a computer, are forced to mimic the metal 
rods of my undergarments, straight and strong.  My core muscles feel 
tense with the effort of sucking my stomach in, flinching away from the 
corset’s constrictive grasp.  Stomach in, shoulders back, fabric and steel 
combine to sculpt my body into a supposedly more feminine form.49

While the student in my class did not have to contend with the very 
real interference of a corset, her suit was tailored and so restricted 
her movement.  But it was her elaborate hairstyle that truly impeded 
her movement.  As she subsequently remembered:

The outfit that I wore, it was a woman’s suit from the ’60s.  I’m not 
used to that kind of dress, it’s a little bit more restrictive for me, but 
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it was the hair that was actually restrictive…I styled it in a bouffant.  
It hurt.  It was just so many bobby pins in my head to make it like 
that.  I had a headache at the end so you could see how a woman 
would be restricted by how she had to look.50

Her costume choice meant that her physical appearance limited her 
movement, in the same way that her gender would have dictated a 
less assertive role in the events of May 1968.  The physical echoed 
and was a reminder of the situational.

The re-enactments would all begin in the same way.  After 
standing for “La Marseillaise,” the journalists would address the 
various groups (participants were seated according to a plan clearly 
displayed on the whiteboard at the front of the class), laying out the 
rules of engagement.  Opening statements of two to three minutes 
would take place.  President de Gaulle would begin, followed by 
Mitterrand (or one of his staff), Prime Minister Georges Pompidou 
(or his proxy), student leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit, union leaders, 
radical workers, “average” Parisian supporters of the President, 
and situationist intellectuals.51  In these opening remarks, students 
would often draw from contemporary documents.  This would help 
participants to assess the complexity of the situation.  For example, 
de Gaulle’s first broadcast response to the events of May, delivered on 
May 24, left many confused or disconcerted.  The President initially 
dangled the possibility of a referendum, stating, “I need the French 
people to say they want it.  However, our Constitution provides 
precisely by what means he can do it.  It is the most direct and the 
most democratic way possible, that of the referendum.”52  As future 
commentators have pointed out, de Gaulle was initially uncertain how 
to react to the students’ uprising.  The suggestion of a referendum 
over popular participation in government only emboldened some 
who hoped for regime change.  I would have the de Gaulle figure 
save a reading from his May 30 speech,53 much more defiant in the 
face of the revolutionaries, for later in the Town Hall, to signal a shift 
in the political situation.  This would show students that the truly 
revolutionary moment was passing.

Once opening statements had been delivered, participants were 
free to raise questions of particular participants.  The journalists 
were also prepared to step in if conversation or debate lagged (or 
became too heated).  Generally, certain recognizable themes would 
emerge with regularity.  President de Gaulle would be chastised for 



Using Historical Re-Enactment in a University Classroom	 457

his dismissive early response to the students.  He would be grilled 
about his age and whether he was able to lead anymore.  Socialist 
François Mitterrand would be questioned as to his sincerity in rallying 
to the students’ cause and would be accused of a naked grab for 
power.54  Students would be told that, in pursuing revolution, they 
were too willing to throw out the good of the Fifth Republic with 
the bad.  Union leaders would be criticized by workers for thinking 
that a few francs in extra hourly pay was sufficient when they were 
preaching a fundamental reorganization of society.  Those opposed 
to the uprising would suggest that the community of thought between 
workers and students was illusory and that the youth of Nanterre 
would betray the laborers at the first opportunity.

In the process of raising these key points, important issues 
facing France would come to the surface.  The suspicion of Danny 
Cohn-Bendit on account of his German heritage resonated with 
conservatives who viewed Germany as France’s once-and-forever 
enemy.  At the same time, the attacks on Cohn-Bendit struck a chord 
with workers and students who were not native-born, particularly in 
light of the colonial legacy represented most graphically by Algerian 
Civil War and the ongoing conflict in Vietnam.  The apparent split 
between unionist leaders and their membership underlined the extent 
to which union functionaries had been co-opted into the French elite, 
as well as the degree to which working-class dissatisfaction was 
never too far from the surface in French life.

These issues were all significant.  However, I also wanted to 
demonstrate the convergence of the political and the personal.  
I would secretly prime the “average French couple,” who were 
supporters of de Gaulle, to single out a pre-selected female student 
and make an emotional appeal to her to reconsider her activism.  
I would also secretly prime the wife in this couple to later have 
second thoughts and to express support for her daughter’s pursuit of 
justice and a fuller role in society.  The first confrontation—between 
parents and child—would emphasize the generational divide that 
was apparent throughout the 1960s, wherever activism reached new 
heights.  The second debate—between husband and wife—would 
serve to highlight the extent to which many women were becoming 
politically active for the first time and would underline that gnawing 
question in the minds of affluent women captured by Betty Friedan 
in the American context: “Is this all?”55
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Evaluating Impact

Evaluation was a challenge given the number of students engaged 
in the re-enactment.  I would engage in assessment in real time, taking 
notes during the simulation and noting those who were active in the 
twenty-minute debrief that immediately followed the gathering.  I 
would also refer to the video recorded each time we conducted the 
simulation when finalizing student evaluations.  Students would 
receive a printed sheet from me that addressed their efforts regarding 
costume and props, the frequency of their interventions in the re-
enactment, and their grasp of the content specific to their role.

At the same time that students were being evaluated, I was keen to 
continually assess the effectiveness of the re-enactment in attaining 
the objectives I had set.  I sought feedback from participants in the 
debriefing sessions.  Generally, they indicated that they found the 
process both entertaining and helpful in assimilating the various 
currents of thought that were swirling at the time of the unrest.  One 
mature student noted that “This teaching technique is very effective 
in fixing the event in the minds of the students.”56  Another pointed 
out that “In the process of working through the re-enactment, some 
of the complexities of the original participant’s [sic] positions 
emerged, and by ‘living’ the events, the class participants gained a 
perspective and an understanding which would be difficult to gain 
from a textbook or a lecture format.”57  It became clear that some 
students retained a vivid memory of the May 1968 simulation.  One 
participant (now a university history instructor himself) remarked, 
“I still think about this assignment.  It is just one of the things that I 
will walk away with [from his university experience].”58

It is crucial, of course, to remember that an exercise like this has 
limits.  The rough handling of Daniel Cohn-Bendit by police in one 
re-enactment necessitated a reconsideration of the role of authorities 
in the re-enactment.  It is also essential that the instructor remain 
vigilant so that blatantly racist or sexist comments are not slipped 
in under the guise of “remaining true to character.”  Finally, we 
must acknowledge that “the past is a foreign country.”59  However 
successful our efforts, we can never relive what happened in May 
1968.  Our interpretations of these events are inevitably colored 
by our own values and predilections and by the influence of 
contemporary events, as was illustrated in the case of the student 



Using Historical Re-Enactment in a University Classroom	 459

reflecting on the overlap between his theatrical resistance and his 
activism after the invasion of Iraq.  In a similar manner, following 
the 2008 financial crisis, students demonstrated greater awareness 
of the vulnerability of working-class and middle-class citizens and 
an intensified distrust of corporations.

Having said all of this, it is undeniable that the re-enactment of 
the May 1968 uprising in France served some valuable purposes.  
Students appreciated the atmosphere of contestation better, having 
been through this experience.  Those who tried to make reasoned 
arguments found themselves facing all manner of disruption.  
Despite this, many persevered in raising important questions—be 
they about the disaffection of workers whose leaders seemed to 
have lost touch or about the extent to which student radicals had 
a coherent plan for national renewal.  Furthermore, the crowd 
mentality allowed some of the less outgoing students to participate 
more fully by singing, chanting, or heckling speakers.  Certainly, 
in some cases, their utterances were little more than ad hominem 
attacks or sarcastic remarks.  However, a significant minority would 
return to themes of real importance, such as police brutality in the 
suppression of the protests, racism underpinning low wages in 
industry, and the President’s inability to connect with the younger 
generation.  At the same time, virtually everyone would feel the 
power of the crowd, who “far from being social abstractions, were 
composed of ordinary men and women with varying social needs, 
who responded to a variety of impulses.”60  Finally, real creativity 
was shown in everything from the costuming of individuals to the 
signs that they created and the forms of protest that they deployed.  
At a time when instructors often encourage students to be informed 
and engaged, some of the strategies used in this re-enactment could 
be appropriated for student activism on issues such as rising tuition 
costs, racial injustice, or gender inequity.

Conclusion

There is no question that, in the minds of some academic 
historians, mere mention of the term “re-enactment” conjures up 
images of Monty Python’s “Batley Townswomen Guild” recreating 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on a muddy pasture, their 
handbags the only weapons.61  Re-enactment, in the guise of an 
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organized simulation of a historical moment in order to gain some 
insight into what transpired, remains a controversial technique.  There 
are some who have argued that, in accommodating the affective turn, 
we have turned history into little more than a carnival thrill ride with 
little or no epistemic value.  However, there is an emerging body 
of academic literature that counters that attending to affect results 
in heightened interest and superior retention of important details.

Other skeptics contend that the past remains a “foreign country,” 
and no amount of period dress or memorization of famous speeches 
will assure us safe passage into it.  While I appreciate the metaphor, I 
prefer another of more ancient lineage: “the river.”  It was the Greek 
philosopher, Heraclitus (sixth century BCE), who claimed “No man 
can step in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river, and he’s 
not the same man.”  However, we now know that the original Greek 
was a little more nuanced, suggesting that Heraclitis understood that 
neither the river nor the human being stepping into it were entirely 
different.  The cycle of evaporation, condensation, and precipitation, 
like the process of human memory, ensured that there were traces 
of both the original waterway and person that remained the second 
time around.62  In this way, we can see that the borders between past 
and present are not so clearly delineated as we are sometimes led 
to believe.  The memory of the French Revolution—particularly its 
radical phase between 1792 and 1799—had a bearing on bourgeois 
attitudes to public protest.  The memory of how de Gaulle stood 
virtually alone against the forces of collaboration in 1940 made it 
difficult for those of a certain age to toss the President aside after he 
may have lost touch with contemporary trends.

No, most certainly, the past is not the present day in fancy dress.  
But even the gap between expectations and values in the past and their 
contemporary equivalents can be illuminating.  The young female 
radical, confronted with her parents’ anguish at her actions during 
the protests, will sense the gap between the parental expectation of 
a dutiful daughter being acted out in the simulation and her own 
experience of being encouraged to believe she can do anything a 
man can do.  She will also see the gap between her mother’s (at least 
initial) deference to her husband and the current expectation of equal 
consideration in matters financial, political, and social.  If nothing 
else, this will reinforce the sense that the status quo today has not 
always existed and that there is a debt of gratitude owed to those 
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who fought in favor of a woman’s right to hold her own beliefs.  It 
will do so more effectively than the most well-meaning lecture that 
reminds listeners of those on whose shoulders we stand.

In addition to gaining a sense of the power of affect, the interplay 
between past and present and the telling gap between our day and 
the past, participants in our re-enactments over the years were able 
to sense the ways in which the personal and the seismic comingled.  
Individual agency played its part in May 1968.  Daniel Cohn-Bendit 
may not have been the first or the deepest thinking student radical.  
However, he had a certain charisma and he quickly became the face 
of student protest.  De Gaulle’s various decisions—from leaving 
Prime Minister Pompidou to initially deal with the uprising, through 
delivering his conciliatory speech of May 24, to his subsequent visit 
to French troops stationed in West Germany—all had important 
consequences.  At the same time, large impersonal forces played an 
equally influential role in the May days.  The revolutionary tradition 
in France ensured that many French citizens had a pre-existing set 
of images that corresponded to terms like “bourgeois” or “radical.”  
The logic of capitalism, particularly through the period of rapid 
industrialization known as Les Trentes Glorieuses, the thirty years 
of unprecedented economic growth in France, helped create the 
conditions in which a peripheral debate about the quality of education 
on a suburban campus could escalate into a more widespread revolt 
challenging the entire political system.

The benefits listed above are all important.  But there is one final 
outcome that is arguably the most significant of all.  The participants 
in my re-enactments, in experiencing even a diluted moment of 
discord, came to see how frustrating such moments can be.  In the 
failure of well-polished speeches and neatly ordered statistics to hold 
sway over raw emotion and antagonism, they were given a sense of 
the cost of engaging in political discourse, as well as the necessity 
of making the attempt.  In the multiplicity of interpretations of the 
state of 1960s France, they earned a sense of history as something 
open and fluid, not static and determined.  Here, the metaphor I like 
best is conversation.  Consensus on the development and impact of 
a historical event may be reached for a period of a time.  However, 
inevitably, a new cache of materials or a novel synthesis of existing 
resources yields a new thesis about the event in question.  The 
ensuing conversation may be loud at times, even vociferous.63  But it 
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continues apace.  That is what makes history fascinating.  Anything 
that can move students away from the image of history as the ritual 
repetition of name and dates, anything that can enlist more than 
just their intellects in pursuit of an objective has a better chance of 
sparking a connection, however fleeting, between them and the flesh 
and blood people who laughed, sang, shouted, and argued in May 
1968.  It can, in the words of the radicals themselves, suggest that 
“tout est possible!”
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Appendix A:  Documents Used in Preparation for the Re-Enactment

1.  Speech Delivered by Prime Minister Georges Pompidou, 
May 16, 1968

Citizens,

I have given proof of my desire for accord.  With the agreement of the President 
of the Republic, who is going to address you in a few days, I have returned 
the University to its professors and students.  I have extended an olive branch 
to them in the name of the broadest and most constructive dialogue.  I have 
freed the arrested demonstrators.  I have announced a complete amnesty.  My 
appeals have not been heard by everyone.  Groups of enragés [The enragés 
were radicals who went into the streets clamouring for greater reform during 
the French Revolution]—we have seen some of them—intend to generalize 
the current disorder with the avowed aim of destroying the nation and even the 
foundations of our free society.

Citizens,

The Government must defend the Republic.  It will defend it.  I address you 
with total calm but with seriousness as well.  Students, do not follow the 
agitators who declare themselves disinterested in three quarters of you.  Listen 
to the voice of reason.  We are ready to hear all of your legitimate grievances.  
Do not discredit them by excesses.

Citizens,

It is up to you to show, by your cool-headedness and also by your determination, 
whatever your political preferences, whatever your social concerns, that you 
reject anarchy.  The Government will do its duty.  It asks you to help it.

NOTE:  The third of the three political figures cast in our re-enactments was 
Prime Minister Georges Pompidou.  Less well known than either de Gaulle or 
Mitterrand, it was important to provide evidence of his early attempts to defuse 
the situation in early May and to provoke students to think about how Pompidou 
was left to “twist in the wind” to some degree by de Gaulle, when he decided to 
change course and pursue a more vigorous policy regarding the unrest.
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2.  Excerpts from “Information Sessions Held by the President and 
Executive Director of the Lever Soap Works, Monsieur G. Dery, 

and the Directors of Chemical Union (Room 34 - 28 Rue St.  
Dominique, Paris 7eme), Wednesday 12 June 1968 at 2:30”

…On my return, I found on my desk the telex of the claims made by the workers 
at the factory in Haubourdin…In addition, M. Michel reports to me the situation 
facing Lever Industrial in Bobigny (near Paris)…After publication of a draft of 
the Grenelle agreement Bobigny resumed work.  The Chair of the Union, after 
three days of meetings, proposed the creation of two Commissions of study: 
a Training Commission and a Job Security Commission.  Time passed.  What 
was the situation on our premises after “Grenelle”?  The Purchasing Dept. was 
functioning.  The administrative services were functioning.  The Sales Dept. was 
working.  Lever Industrial also.  Only the Haubourdin plant was not back to work 
and remained occupied.

The Vote of June 7
We arrived on Friday June 7, which was the fateful date of the vote to approve 
the draft agreements for Chemicals…The delegates, staff representatives and 
workers of Haubourdin met M. Bouquet, who explained to them our position 
with regard to their book of claims.  A secret vote then took place last Monday.  
The result of this vote is rather extraordinary.

‑ 162 votes for the resumption of work;
‑ 162 votes against the resumption of work;

I would like to analyse this vote so that everyone is well-informed.  In the first 
column I will quote you the numbers for and against the resumption of work 
by college.

But what do these figures represent with respect to the total staff complement of 
our Company?  I note that of 2,114 paid employees, me included, there are 1,416 
who are back to work or want to work, and 662 who do not want to return.  66%, 
or 2/3, want to work.  A mere 1/3 thus prevents the other 2/3 from working.

Position For Against
Managers 40 0
Supervisors 85 2
Employees 54 29
Temporary Workers 39 20
Permanent Workers 444 611

Situation after the Vote
In these circumstances, it was not possible for me to call together the Central 
Committee, which requires three clear days, but events moved quickly.  Because 
of the occupation of the factory, Management does not have access to important 
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files.  However, in spite of the impossibility of consulting the files, I can say to 
you after a quick and approximate calculation what type of increase the claims 
of Haubourdin represents.

It represents in fact a request for increase of somewhere between 33% to 43% in 
wages which breaks up as follows:

- the increase in wages required is 12%;
- the reduction of hours to a 48 hour work week constitutes an increase 

of approximately 15 to 25%; 
- the fifth week of paid-leave is estimated at 2%;
- the hundred hours of premium of leave account for 4%…

Source:  The CGT-Lever Soap Archives at <http://perso.wanadoo.fr/cgt.lever/
mai1968.html>.

NOTE:  These excerpts demonstrate the breadth of the divide between rank-and-
file workers and their superiors in organized labor, let alone management and 
ownership.  They offer ammunition for both sides in the worker/union organizer 
debate.  Unionists could point to the significant gains in the Grenelle Agreement 
negotiated with the Government, while laborers could emphasize the failure of 
unions to seize the moment for truly fundamental change.

http://perso.wanadoo.fr/cgt.lever/mai1968.html
http://perso.wanadoo.fr/cgt.lever/mai1968.html
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3.  Excerpt from Guy Debord and the Situationists by Peter Marshall

…In their analysis, the Situationists argued that capitalism had turned all 
relationships transactional, and that life had been reduced to a “spectacle.”  The 
spectacle is the key concept of their theory.  In many ways, they merely reworked 
Marx’s view of alienation, as developed in his early writings.  The worker is 
alienated from his product and from his fellow workers and finds himself living 
in an alien world:

The worker does not produce himself; he produces an independent power.  
The success of this production, its abundance, returns to the producer as an 
abundance of dispossession.  All the time and space of his world becomes 
foreign to him with the accumulation of his alienated products…

The increasing division of labor and specialization have transformed work into 
meaningless drudgery.  “It is useless,” Vaneigem observes, “to expect even a 
caricature of creativity from a conveyor belt.”  What they added to Marx was 
the recognition that in order to ensure continued economic growth, capitalism 
has created “pseudo-needs” to increase consumption.  Instead of saying that 
consciousness was determined at the point of production, they said it occurred 
at the point of consumption.  Modern capitalist society is a consumer society, 
a society of “spectacular” commodity consumption.  Having long been treated 
with the utmost contempt as a producer, the worker is now lavishly courted and 
seduced as a consumer.  

At the same time, while modern technology has ended natural alienation (the 
struggle for survival against nature), social alienation in the form of a hierarchy 
of masters and slaves has continued.  People are treated like passive objects, not 
active subjects.  After degrading being into having, the society of the spectacle 
has further transformed having into merely appearing.  The result is an appalling 
contrast between cultural poverty and economic wealth, between what is and 
what could be.  “Who wants a world in which the guarantee that we shall not die 
of starvation,” Vaneigem asks, “entails the risk of dying of boredom?”  The way 
out of the Situationists was not to wait for a distant revolution but to reinvent 
everyday life here and now.  To transform the perception of the world and to 
change the structure of society is the same thing.  By liberating oneself, one 
changed power relations and therefore transformed society.  

Source:  The Nothingness.org Library at <http://library.nothingness.org/articles/
SI/en/display/73>.

NOTE:  This excerpt underlines the density of the readings for those students 
recruited into the situationist group.  It also emphasizes the centrality of spectacle 
and the notion that the lives of the workers were dominated by the “infernal 
rhythms” of the factory.  

http://library.nothingness.org/articles/SI/en/display/73
http://library.nothingness.org/articles/SI/en/display/73
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Appendix B:  Sample Questions Used for the Re-Enactment

Questions for Journalists

For Students
1.	 What is the reason for your protest?
2.	 Some people say you are simply paving the way for Communism or 

Anarchy.  How do you respond to that?
3.	 It seems that you are highly critical of many things, but do you have a 

positive plan to improve the way things are done in France?
4.	 How do you respond to those who question your lax attitude to sex and 

drug use?
5.	 Why do you think that certain sectors of the labor movement are 

suspicious of you?

For Labor
1.	 Why did you not support the students from the beginning?  Why are you 

jumping on the bandwagon now?
2.	 M. Séguy, how do you feel about the rejection of the compromise 

settlement you worked out with the government?
3.	 What immediate reforms do you consider to be absolutely essential?
4.	 What do you say to those, M. Séguy, who call you the mouthpiece of the 

Soviet Union?

For Politicians
1.	 M. De Gaulle, do you feel that you have lost touch with the French people?
2.	 Do you have full confidence in your Prime Minister, M. Pompidou, 

even though he has compromised with the protesters?
3.	 Many of your supporters feel that the time has come for firmness.  Do 

you agree?
4.	 M. Pompidou, why have you consistently followed the path of 

negotiation?
5.	 Do you see the current situation as revolutionary?
6.	 M. Mitterrand, you have offered yourself as a possible compromise 

candidate for the presidency.  Why should France accept you?
7.	 On what basis do you feel that you will be better able to address the 

concerns of labor and youth?
8.  Does your political maneuvering not have the faint smell of opportunism 

about it?

For the Middle Class
1.	 How do all of these protests and strikes make you feel?
2.	 Do you feel that the Government has taken appropriate action in a 

timely manner?
3.	 How worried are you about the possibility of a Communist takeover?
4.	 Which of our prominent politicians do you think is most likely to lead 

us out of this mess?


