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Introduction
Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey

Something for Us to Invent

‘1968 is a date in which the imaginary has nested’, wrote the German poet and 
playwright Hans Magnus Enzensberger in his diary. He was not able to describe 
in one term what happened in this year, or even to make sense of it. ‘Th e forbid-
den sentences march in the streets’, so it seemed to him; ‘two thousand, twenty 
thousand, two hundred and twenty thousand words, protest marches, resolu-
tions’. Accompanied by ‘power struggles’, ‘rumours’, ‘feverish expectations’ and 
‘fundamental wishes’, they produced a ‘raging movement’ for him,1 as the only 
way to deal with ‘1968’.2 Ten years later, reminiscing, he found his way back to 
poem and verse. In Der Untergang der Titanic [Th e Sinking of the Titanic] he 
wrote:

I am cold. I remember – it’s hard to believe,
not even ten years have passed since –
the rare light days of euphoria.

Nobody ever gave a thought to Doom then,
not even in Berlin, which had outlived
its own end long ago. Th e island of Cuba
did not reel beneath our feet. It seemed to us
as if something were close at hand,
something for us to invent.3

Even with distance in time, Enzensberger was hardly able to describe what 
this  ‘something for us to invent’ really was. He circumscribed it with these 
words:

Tomorrow things will be better, and if not
tomorrow, then the day after. OK – 
Perhaps not much better really,
but diff erent, anyway. Yes, everything
was going to be quite diff erent.
A marvellous feeling. Oh, I remember it.4
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Th e French philosopher Régis Debray, who had moved to Cuba before 
Enzensberger, recalled a similar perception of time when he looked back onto 
the sixties. He wrote in his autobiography:

When I was twenty years old, time was a roadmap, a mobilization order.
It was illuminated from the front, and it called us together to the front.
Politics was our grand aff air, because time was pending like a bridge.
Time was a connecting pillar, bent
from the past directed into the future
(not programmable, but foreseeable; not shining,
but unpublished, not like the known). It was a grand travel,
it led us from a ‘less’ to a ‘more’.
We aimed at another world, which did not exist anywhere, but was promised.5

Th e perception of time as a journey, as Debray depicts it, was shared by 
many other representatives of the New Left. Th ree elements constitute this 
perception of time. Firstly, the future is thought of as structurally diff erent from 
the past and, secondly, it is considered formable. History is presumed to be 
subjected to target-oriented development, from which, at each point in time, 
one can derive a mandate for shaping society within that time, according to the 
principles of the development of history. Historical developments can therefore, 
thirdly, be accelerated or slowed down. Th ey are tied to processes of conscious-
ness and actions of revolutionary subjects. Th e premise is that history is shaped 
by collective actors. By replacing the working class, liberation movements, mar-
ginal groups and young intellectuals move to the forefront and take up the role 
of the revolutionary subject and vanguard within the process of societal transfor-
mation. It is ascribed to them, and some of them adopt the view that they are 
capable of initiating processes of consciousness and mobilization within society.6 
‘We’re realists, we demand the impossible’, a slogan of Ernesto Che Guevara, 
spread around the world. 

The Dynamics of Contention

Th e year ‘1968’ marked the climax of protests, capturing almost all Western 
industrialized countries simultaneously. Everywhere, the protesters challenged 
the established institutions of Western democracy. Th ey questioned the exclusive 
right of representation by established parties and intermediary groups, con-
fronted those parties and groups with an opposing power and public presence 
that negated tra ditional structures of institutional authority, and criticized basic 
assump tions of the postwar order.7 Th ese protests were more than a student 
rebellion or a generational revolt. Trying to grasp the wave of protests analyti-
cally, one can characterize them as ‘social movements’. Analytically defi ned, a 
social movement is an ‘organized and sustained eff ort of a collective of interre-
lated individuals, groups and organizations to promote or to resist social change 
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with the use of public protest activities’. To reach their goal social movements 
are forced to act and form themselves via action.8 

Th e formation of the 1968 movements took place in diff erent countries 
at diff erent times: in the USA in 1964 with the Free Speech Movement, in 
the Federal Republic of Germany in 1966 with the formation of an extra- 
parliamentary opposition parallel to the formation of the grand coalition govern-
ment, in Italy in 1967, in France in 1968. In all these countries a crisis of the 
structure of the universities preceded the formation of the protest movements, 
but nowhere were these problems in the university sector able to ignite the spark 
of protest mobilization. In 1968 in the USA the student movement, the civil 
rights movement and the anti-Vietnam War movement combined their forces; 
in West Germany the student movement, the opposition against the Emergency 
Laws and the campaign for democracy and disarmament, emanating from the 
former Easter March movement, interacted; in France a great parallel action of 
student and worker movements shook French society and rocked the Gaullist 
regime. In Italy student protest and mass strikes of the working class interacted 
in the ‘hot autumn’ of 1969.

In all Western industrialized countries the rise of an intellectual New Left, 
Neue Linke, Nouvelle Gauche, Nuova Sinistra preceded the mobilization process 
of the 1968 movements. Th e New Left distinguished itself from the Old Left, 
from the reformism of the social-democratic and socialist parties as well as 
from the perversion of Communism by Stalinism. Th e New Left was – and 
the movement in France demonstrated this conspicuously – anti-capitalistic 
and anti-communistic.9 Th e intellectual Nouvelle Gauche [New Left] grew 
out of discussion forums which, from the late 1950s on, grouped themselves 
around magazines: the New Left Review, Arguments, Socialism ou Barbarie, 
Internationale Situationniste, Quaderni Rossi and Quaderni Piacentini, to name 
but a few. Th ese magazines were interlinked. Th ey exchanged articles and 
thereby circulated terms, hypotheses and action strategies.10 Th e New Left was 
convinced that socialism should not be restricted to political and social revolu-
tion, seizure of power and nationalization of the means of production. Rather, 
it should eliminate the alienation felt by the individual human being in every-
day life, recreation and family, as well as in sexual and societal relationships. Th e 
New Left was anti-authoritarian and anti-hierarchical. Th e individual should 
be freed from subordination to the collective. Th e premise was that changes 
in the cultural sphere have to precede social and political transformation. New 
lifestyles and modes of communication had to be anticipated and developed 
on an experimental basis by creating new cultural ideals, applying them in 
subcultures and testing them as alternatives within existing institutions. Th e 
New Left understood itself as a movement, not a party. Th e maxim was action, 
not organization. It sought to generate awareness through action to change the 
individuals taking part in it. Th e proletariat were no longer seen as the leaders of 
social and cultural change. Instead, the New Left believed that the impetus for 
social transformation would come from other groups: the new (skilled) working 
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class, the young intelligentsia and social fringe groups. What its circles set into 
motion were ideas.

Th e ideas of the New Left gained mobilization power when the ‘student’ 
New Left began to refer to them in the 1960s – from the American Students 
for a Democratic Society to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC), the Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund (SDS), the French Movement 
of 22 March, and the Italian Potere Operaio, to name only the most important 
ones. For a short period, it seemed possible that the New Left would become 
a broad social movement that could revolutionize the parties of the Old Left 
‘from the bottom up’.11 Uncovering structures of authority, power and violence 
‘beyond the Leviathan’, the New Left used the full spectrum of direct action strat-
egies. With forms of provocative action, which borrowed from the techniques of 
the literary vanguard of the fi rst half of the twentieth century as well as from the 
strategies of civil disobedience of Mahatma Gandhi and the American civil rights 
movement, it managed to reveal the structures of authority and power almost 
everywhere: in factories and offi  ces, in theatres and publishing houses, in schools 
and courts. Whether CEOs or directors, professors or judges, authors or poets, 
no one was spared from critique and disenchantment. When the words ‘Fuck; 
what is he doing here?’ were fl ung at Jean-Paul Sartre as he tried to force his way 
through the crowd towards the Auditorium of the Sorbonne University in May 
1968, he told the audience that he had come to listen, not to teach.12

Th e anti-authoritarian and anti-hierarchical dimension in the thinking of 
the New Left was strengthened by an anti-institutional attitude. It was ‘one of 
the nicer aspects of these years’, Hans Magnus Enzensberger declared, ‘that this 
was not a membership thing’. And Pierre Bourdieu stated that it was ‘the anti-
institutional mood that remains for me the laughter of May’.13 Together, the 
anti-authoritarian, anti-hierarchical and anti-institutional attitudes led to a new 
understanding of politics. It implied that grievances should not just be chan-
nelled into politics as usual, but that one should attend to them, articulate them, 
draw attention to them, and refl ect about means and ways to remedy them and 
try them out.14 Th is new understanding of politics became manifest in sit-ins, 
which provided a forum for critical discussion, for the formation of a counter-
public and the establishment of counter-institutions within the framework of 
the traditional institutions. Trusting in the politicization and democratization of 
society from the ‘bottom up’, the notion of politics of the New Left was congru-
ent with that of the civil movement in Prague, which confronted the etatism and 
democratic centralism of ‘real socialism’ with practices of a societas civilis, a civil 
society.15

Consequences and Echoes

What traces did the protest movements of 1968 leave in the political, social 
and symbolic order of the Western societies they called into question? Th e 
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contributions to this volume focus on consequences and echoes of 1968 from 
diff erent perspectives. Th ey refl ect divergent research approaches and emphases 
within the German fi eld of the humanities, particularly in the fi elds of history, 
sociology and linguistics. Th ey were brought together for the fi rst time on 
the occasion of a workshop entitled ‘Wreckage of Modernity’ or ‘Revolution of 
Perception’? 1968: Consequences and Echoes on 27 February 2009. Sponsored 
by the Stifterverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft [Association for the 
Promotion of Science and Humanities in Germany], the workshop was organ-
ized at the European Studies Centre at St Antony’s College in Oxford as 
an interdisciplinary event for research fellows from Germany, Austria and 
Switzerland. Th ey all presented their theses in front of an audience which 
consisted of British academics and students from Oxford as well as activists and 
witnesses of the 1968 movements in Great Britain and Germany. A roundta-
ble discussion supported by the Collaborative Research Centre, ‘Th e Political 
as Communicative Space in History’ (SFB 584, University of Bielefeld), 
concluded the workshop. It brought together – under the chairmanship of 
Robert Gildea (Oxford) – activists and contemporaries of the 1968 movements 
in diff erent countries. Participants were: Sally Alexander (London), Gareth 
Stedman Jones (Cambridge), Leszek Kolakowski (Oxford), Sheila Rowbotham 
(Manchester), Michael Vester (Hannover) and Karl Dietrich (KD) Wolff  
(Frankfurt). 

Diverse eff ects, emancipatory and destructive, have been attributed to the 
1968 movements in the last forty-fi ve years. Various heirs claim the legacy. In 
Th e Sinking of the Titanic, Hans Magnus Enzensberger picks up the image of 
‘wreckage’ to analyse a dual sinking: the sinking of the luxury liner Titanic in 
1912 and the sinking of the utopian project, linked to the 1968 movements, in 
the years following the acme of protest in 1968. Both ‘wreckages’ are seen by 
Enzensberger as doomed to fail for the same reason: their belief in progress. Th e 
designing engineers and passengers imagined the Titanic to be unsinkable and 
thought nature to be controllable. Th e protagonists and the passengers of the 
1968 movement followed a conception of history as something lying in people’s 
hands to be shaped. Th ey saw the transformation of society to be tangible and 
within reach. Both beliefs are seen by the lyric subject retrospectively as a fatal 
error. In Th e Sinking of the Titanic, Enzensberger writes:

You don’t have to be Hegel to catch on to the fact
that Reason is both reasonable and against Reason. /…/
We make the tables turn, we ask reality
How real it is? Hegel is smiling
Filled with Schadenfreude. We daub his face
With an inky mustache. He now looks like Stalin.16

According to Enzensberger, the rise of postmodernism is linked to the 
challenges or the ‘wreckage’ of the protest movements. Th e postmodern para-
digm negates, like the lyric subject in Untergang der Titanic, the utopia, the 
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idea of the malleability of the world and the knowledge of its development. 
Th e mentality of progress, utopias and teleological understandings of history 
– the basic belief of modernity – were prone to end in totalitarianism. 

Th e protests of 1968 have been hailed as well as demonized and instrumen-
talized for everyday politics. Altogether one can say that their eff ects have been 
more labelled than analysed. Th ree reasons for this should be listed. Firstly, 
social movements are a fl uid phenomenon. Th ey cannot be in motion con-
stantly, but fall apart and die down after a phase of mobilization. Th ey dis-
solve into subcultural milieus, sects, newly founded or old parties, terrorist 
groups or follow-up movements. Th ese groups and networks adopt selected 
impulses of the movement, carry them on, but change them at the same time 
by isolating them from their original context and transferring them into new 
settings. It is therefore diffi  cult to identify their eff ects and legacies. Secondly, 
social movements defi ne ‘issues’ and introduce them into debate. Th ey articu-
late and communicate societal contradictions, but require further agents in 
order to become eff ective (media, political parties, associations). Th is means 
that social movements normally do not have the power to bring about the 
desired change of the basic political structures by themselves. It is therefore not 
feasible to directly ascribe to them infl uence over political, social and cultural 
developments. Th irdly, social movements always compete against other fac-
tors of social change (e.g. immanent development tendencies, countervailing 
interests, chances of disposition over political clout), which makes it diffi  cult to 
isolate their self-contained contribution. Confronted with these theoretical and 
methodological obstacles, systematic research regarding their consequences has 
long been neglected and could not draw extensive scholarly attention until the 
fi rst decade of this century.17

Politics of Perception 

Since then, varying answers have been formulated to respond to the question 
of how social movements matter. It has been proposed to diff erentiate between 
three types of impact: political, cultural and biographical.

Political impacts are those eff ects of the movement activities that alter a movement’s 
environment. Cultural impacts are changes that alter a movement’s broader environment, 
such as public opinion or the value orientations and life-course patterns of a society. 
Personal and biographical impacts are eff ects on the lives of individuals who have 
participated in movement activities – eff ects that have been brought about at least in part 
due to the involvement in those activities.18

Furthermore, it has been suggested to discern between ‘external’ and ‘internal’ 
impacts, ‘external impacts’ being the eff ects of social movements on political 
institutions, while ‘internal impacts’ would imply changes to the inner structure 
of a social movement and its organization. Combining the two approaches, 
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Marco Guigni and Lorenzo Bosi have developed a typology of movement out-
comes, including six main domains of possible impacts:19

Internal External

Political Power relations within 
a movement or social 
movement organization

Substantial (policy) 
procedural, institutional 
change

Cultural Value change within 
a movement, social 
movement organization, or 
movement sector

Public opinion and 
attitudes

Biographical Life-course patterns of 
movement participants

Aggregate-level life-course
patterns
Life-course patterns of 
movement targets

Parallel to the dispute about theoretical and methodological understandings 
of the eff ects of social movements, empirical analyses of the consequences of the 
1968 movement have been conducted. Th ey focused on the analyses of auto-
biographies of movement activists,20 the consequences of protest mobilization 
for institutions (church, theatre, universities, editorial offi  ces),21 the impacts on 
the establishment22 and on the business sector,23 as well as on subsequent social 
movements24 and groups.25

Th e present volume contains eight studies, which could be – and are some-
times explicitly – imputed to the dimensions suggested by Giugni and Bosi, that 
is to say the political, cultural and biographical eff ects of the 1968 movement. 
Th ese studies are not linked by a common analytical referential frame, but by 
a leading research question: has the 1968 movement had an impact on the 
schemes of perception and classifi cation, on the criteria of vision and division 
of the social world? With this research question, the case studies operationalize 
the concept of ‘politics of perception’ developed by the French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu. Th ey accentuate the changes of attitudes, conceptions and values in 
the course of the 1968 movement, without separating these cultural changes 
schematically from the fi eld of politics (as Giugni and Bosi do). 

Th e analytical concept, ‘politics of perception’, claims that ‘the political’ 
starts where protagonists call into question dominant schemes of perception and 
classifi cation, and set examples through expressive and subversive discourses, 
proclaiming the cancellation of the clandestine assent to the prevailing order, 
redefi ning situations and events, and formulating alternative referential values 
or leading ideas and thereby confronting the established order with another 
alternative concept of order.26 A further assumption is added: the transformation 
of the established political order presupposes – and this is a fundamental premise 
in Bourdieu’s work – the breach with incorporated cognitive structures which 
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cause the doxic submission under the prevailing order. In other words: ‘Political 
subversion presupposes cognitive subversion, the conversion of the perception of 
the world’, because there is a correspondence between objective social organiza-
tions and schemes of classifi cation, between objective structures and mental 
structures. Orders of the state are obeyed, Bourdieu claims, with such a ‘power-
ful self-evidence only because it has previously enforced the cognitive structures 
under which it is perceived by its citizens’.27 From this it follows that the chance 
to change the social world is connected to the contest of dominant schemes of 
perception by individuals and social groups, and to the change of the criteria of 
vision and division of the world. From this point of view, schemes of perception 
are part of social reality and of political combat. Aspiring to a heretical breach 
with the existing order, the New Left had at its disposal perceptions of a diff erent 
society and off ered alternative referential values. Did it initiate a ‘revolution of 
perception’? 

One of the central endeavours of the New Left was to change the relation 
between the ‘First’ and ‘Th ird World’. Th e New Left experimented with new 
approaches to rethinking and re-linking Europe and the Th ird World. Th e 
volume opens with this central issue of the 1968 movements, relatively neglected 
in commemorations but recently rediscoverd.28 Th ree case studies investigate 
and assess the experiences. Th e second part of the volume focuses on the impact 
of the 1968 movements with regard to the shaping of new attitudes and schemes 
of perceptions, and new social or political identities. Did the movements induce 
new sensibilities, new forms of communication, new approaches to history and 
social sciences? Th e following short introductions delineate and frame the chap-
ters to be found in each of the two parts of this volume.

Re-linking Europe and the ‘Third World’

Th e 1968 movement was a transnational movement, if one looks at the network 
of its supporter groups, which were infl uenced by the ideas of the New Left. 
Th ey shaped a global perspective on what was going on in the world. Originating 
from the era of the Cold War, it uncovered a new polarization beyond the East–
West blocs: the North–South confl ict. ‘Th e political language disguises it with 
the help of pseudonyms, mystifi cations and metaphors’, said Enzensberger in a 
brilliant contemporary analysis in 1965.29 Th e New Left considered the growing 
imbalance of power between the so-called ‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ 
countries, between the ‘First’ and ‘Th ird World’, as a new divide of world poli-
tics. It began to regard the liberation movements of the ‘Th ird World’ as a new 
revolutionary subject, replacing the Marxist proletariat. Th eir fi ght for freedom 
had signifi cance and provided orientation for the emancipation movements in 
the metropoles of the industrialized nations. Th is was expressed by the travels of 
activists of the 1968 movements to countries of the ‘Th ird World’, as well as by 
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the steadily increasing reports with which alternative newspapers of the move-
ment tried to form a counterweight against the news reports of the mass media 
and a broader counter-public.

In this volume, Henning Marmulla (Berlin) analyses the importance of 
Cuba and the ‘Th ird World’ for Hans Magnus Enzensberger, spiritus rector of 
the German extra-parliamentary opposition, focusing on his stay on the island 
in 1968/69. Steff en Bruendel (Essen) highlights the aims and the role of two 
voices of the counterculture in Great Britain, Th e Black Dwarf and Th e Red Mole, 
in order to fi nd out in how far British protesters felt embedded in worldwide 
protest movements against suppression and exploitation of the ‘Th ird World’. 
He illustrates how their quest for transnational solidarity combined the global 
dimensions of protest with certain internal issues of liberation and solidarity. 
Aribert Reimann (Oxford) outlines the emergence of the pro-Palestinian soli-
darity movement among German students in the wake of Israel’s Six-Day War. 
Analysing left-wing activists from Germany undergoing military training with 
Palestinian units in the Jordanian desert, he demonstrates the cohesion between 
‘Palestine Connections’, militant anti-Zionism and the move to illegal armed 
struggle. Focusing on the solidarity of the 1968 movement with the ‘Th ird 
World’, the three case studies draw diff erent conclusions. Solidarity in the case of 
Enzensberger results, as Marmulla shows, in rethinking the writer’s role, in quar-
relling with the Cuban past (Th e Havana Inquiry) and ‘importing Cuban music 
and voices to the concert halls’ of the European avant-garde. Th e quest for trans-
national solidarity and worldwide revolution, propagated by Th e Red Mole and 
Th e Black Dwarf, helped to create, as Bruendel’s thesis points out, ‘a “solidarity 
movement” in Britain and indeed “changed minds and lives”’. On the other 
hand, solidarity with the Palestinian movement contributed, as Reimann states, 
‘a good deal to the protest movements’ disintegration into blind  radicalism and 
political violence’.

Re-orienting Visions and Classifications

Do social movements have eff ects of their own in the process of cultural change? 
Or do they merely catalyse the change of cultural models? Within the last ten 
years, social movement research has increasingly directed its attention towards 
processes of protest, in which the identities of the activists underwent a complete 
change. Th is meant the experience of conversion, which reshaped the perception 
of individuals with regard to the world and the self. Quite often the development 
of a new perception of the self is triggered by incidents of communication, as 
Georg Herbert Mead states.30 Th e action strategy of the 1968 movement – 
 provocative action, limited rule-breaking by civil disobedience – created a chain 
of communication events within the mobilization process of the movement. 
Th e occupation of places and buildings opened new spaces for communication. 
Th e 1968 movement was able to show in an exemplary manner what social 
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movements could primarily achieve: the mobilization of the public, and the 
communicative occupation of public space and the discourses within it.31 What 
were the eff ects of public deliberations? What was brought about by ‘acting 
together’ or ‘acting in concert’ (as Hannah Arendt depicted the seizure of the 
public space)?32 

Th e second part of the volume focuses on studies of contemporary history, 
sociology and linguistics, which lay emphasis on 1968 as an incidence of com-
munication which has altered discourses, identities, academic perspectives and 
language.

At the outset, the contribution by Meike Vogel (Bielefeld) examines how 
public television depicted and presented the new protagonists in the political 
fi eld. She demonstrates how public television characterized the protest move-
ment, visually and verbally, and how it transformed student protests into a 
communicative event ‘that facilitated and shaped a broad public discourse on 
legitimate means of participation’. Petra Terhoeven (Göttingen) focuses atten-
tion on transnational communication after 1968: on a new European counter-
public in favour of the Red Army Faction (RAF), rising in the wake of the 1968 
movement and culminating in the ‘Deutscher Herbst’ of autumn 1977. Based 
on a transnationally interconnected ‘leftist’ subculture, which was ‘not so much 
united by common aims as by a stereotype of a common enemy’, as Terhoeven 
argues, the new counterculture tried to infl uence the perception of German left-
wing terrorism in Europe as well as the perception of the Federal Republic as a 
centre of global power structures.

Communication about power structures is also the theme of the contri-
bution by Kristina Schulz (Bern), who analyses the micro-mobilization of 
feminist groups against patriarchal structures within the context of 1968. Her 
article accentuates the links between the 1968 movement and one of the most 
important subsequent social movements, the women’s liberation movement in 
Europe and the United States. Th e New Left, she argues, enabled women to 
see themselves as subjects of change. ‘Th e “leading role” of the industrial pro-
letariat was over. After 1968, none of the “other” groups in struggle – neither 
women nor racial “minorities” nor sexual “minorities” nor the handicapped nor 
the “ecologists”,’ Immanuel Wallerstein wrote, ‘would ever again accept the 
legitimacy of “waiting” upon some other revolution.’ Confronted with chau-
vinist patterns of behaviour within the network of the Sozialistische Deutsche 
Studentenbund, a leading movement organization of the 1968 movement in 
West Germany, women’s groups started their own process of consciousness- 
raising, self- empowerment and self-determination with Eigensinn, claiming 
changes in gender relations and organization of every life under the slogan: ‘Th e 
personal is political’. 

Th e chances of social critique, of empowerment, of social transformation and 
of the processes of radical democratization were also emphasized in the 1970s in 
Birmingham at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), which 
initiated a debate about the notion of culture within the social sciences. Rainer 
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Winter (Klagenfurt) rates this debate as a consequence of 1968. In his contri-
bution he examines how the CCCS dealt with the ideals of 1968 and brought 
them into academic debate, underlining the contribution of the New Left to the 
‘cultural turn’ in the social sciences up to recent debates. 

Th e contribution by Joachim Scharloth (Dresden), which closes the 
volume, deals with alterations in the communicative practices in academic activi-
ties, like lectures and seminars, as consequences of the 1968 movement. Modes 
of speaking and debating are examined. Reconstructing the history of ‘disku-
tieren’ around 1968, he argues that the shift from consensus-orientated discus-
sion to ‘Discussion Happening’ is to be seen not only as an ‘indicator’ but as a 
‘factor’/‘motor’ of the radicalization of the German 1968 movement. 

By calling into question established schemes of perception and classifi ca-
tion, criteria of vision and division of the social world – often by fanciful forms 
of acting in public – the ’68 movements broadened, last but not least, the 
horizon of the political. Th ey detached ‘politics’ and ‘the political’ from the 
state and its apparatus, and so they created a culture where personal politics 
as well as countercultural communities became central. Th ey inspired by their 
anti-institutional attitude subsequent protest movements up to Occupy Wall 
Street, and contributed to the development of a movement sector in all Western 
democracies. Grassroots movements became a persistent challenge to top-down 
institutions.

* * *

A scholarship from the ‘Stifterverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft’ at St 
Antony’s College, Oxford, in the academic year of 2008/09 enabled me to 
organize the workshop on the ‘Consequences and Echoes of 1968’, the lectures 
from which form the basis of this publication. My thanks, therefore, go to the 
Stifterverband as well as to Jane Caplan, who was responsible for the execution of 
this scholarship programme. I also thank Mareike Buba and Henning Damberg 
from Bielefeld University for the preparation of the manuscripts for printing. 
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Rethinking the Writer’s Role

Enzensberger and Cuba – or A Story of Self-Censorship

Henning Marmulla

A Failed Book: Prologue

Th is is the story of a book that has never been written – or perhaps of a book 
that has never been published; a book sleeping in a cellar somewhere in Munich, 
waiting to be discovered by a historian or literature specialist who will bring 
it back to life from a forty-year dream. Th is is the story of a book that Hans 
Magnus Enzensberger intended to write about Cuba – not a book in the form of 
a theatre play reconstructing an interrogation;1 not a book in the form of a poem 
picturing the decline of Cuba, the decline of modernity and the decline of hopes 
for a revolution.2 Th is is the story of a book that Enzensberger announced in 
September 1969 to his publisher Siegfried Unseld, who, after their conversation, 
made the following note:

Hans Magnus Enzensberger, Cuba. (Planned subtitle: Th e Invention of an Island). A 
fundamental book on Cuba, including a fundamental analysis of the situation of the 
Left. 300 pages, manuscript to be submitted by December 1969 at latest. Th e book will 
be published in July 1970 (unless developments in global politics necessitate an earlier 
publication). No need for a contract with Enzensberger at this stage.3

Even if the contract had been signed, it would not presumably have changed the 
fact that this book could never come out. Two months later, in November 1969, 
Enzensberger wrote to Unseld: ‘Th e prospects of the book on Cuba are not look-
ing good. We cannot put it on the list of releases for the fi rst half of the year’.4 
Th ree months later, Enzensberger was more than certain that he would never 
fi nish it; he knew it was a ‘failed book – failed due to my own self-censorship’.5
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Th e story of this book refl ects the story of Enzensberger and Cuba. It is a 
tragic love aff air, on which Max Frisch would have probably commented: You 
shall not make for yourself an idol. For many European writers in the 1960s, 
including Enzensberger, Cuba was such an idol.6 Th e rift between its image 
and reality was, however, too deep to allow Enzensberger’s book to ever see the 
light of the day. When Enzensberger left for Cuba in October 1968, he was full 
of hope. He had already been to the island earlier that year, but this time he 
intended to stay there. Even though his primary goal there was not to spend his 
time as a writer, but rather to gain a deeper understanding of the Cuban social-
ism, in the end Cuban reality very much aff ected his writing. But his high hopes 
were soon dashed.

Th is chapter is an attempt to reconstruct this story of self-censorship – an 
attempt guided by one fundamental question. Th is question has enough poten-
tial to shed light on the tragic love aff air between Enzensberger and his island, 
and is a recurring theme during his journey from Frankfurt, via the Norwegian 
island of Tjøme, the USA and Berlin to Cuba and then back to Berlin. Th e ques-
tion is about the role of the writer. Using it as a guiding thought, the following 
analysis will focus on the complex network of relations that developed over the 
years between Enzensberger and Cuba.

Enzensberger wrote about Cuba long before January 1968, when he fi rst 
visited Havana to participate in the Cuban Cultural Congress. He continued 
writing about it when he came back, after an eight-month stay on the island 
in 1968/69. Enzensberger developed a very specifi c relationship to Cuba. He 
imagined the island to be a place of successful revolution and a model case of 
genuine socialism onto which he projected his hopes. In December 1968, in a 
letter to the subeditor of Kursbuch (a journal Enzensberger edited), he developed 
a three-tier model explaining his relationship to Cuba:

Once on the island, our role in this society transforms slowly from that of observers 
to participants (with limited liability); I am now entering so to say a third phase (the 
fi rst having been enthusiasm, which I experienced in January, the second being that of 
counterrevolutionary feelings, which was in November; as for the third one, I still don’t 
know it well enough to describe it). . . . the intention to turn this experience into a book 
is growing ever stronger.7

Similar to Hans Werner Henze’s explorations into music and the role of the 
composer, Enzensberger’s eff orts on Cuba were directed towards answering a 
crucial question regarding literature and the role of the writer, namely: What is 
revolutionary art? For Enzensberger this question constituted the conditio sine 
qua non in the process of redefi ning the writer’s role, since it captured many 
important experiences he had in the 1960s. Protests against the war in Vietnam, 
criticism of the university system that produced apathetic consumers instead of 
critically minded citizens, discontent with a society founded on authoritarian 
structures that are never questioned, as well as the unbearable thought of the 
imperative character of the colonial system inscribed in capitalism – all these 
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dimensions of political criticism provoked Enzensberger to examine the question 
about his own role as a writer. Th e guiding light in this process was a potent and 
controversial assumption that revolutionizing the society can only be achieved by 
revolutionizing the individual in his own environment.

Th is chapter consists of three major sections. Th e fi rst one is an analysis 
of the importance of Cuba and the so-called ‘Th ird World’ for Enzensberger’s 
‘position-taking’ in his journal Kursbuch. Th e second part focuses on his stay 
on the island and asks about the motives behind the process of introspection 
Enzensberger and Hans Werner Henze underwent in Cuba. For that reason it 
concludes with the examination of Henze’s and Enzensberger’s joint project: 
Cimarrón. Th e fi nal part deals with Enzensberger’s post-Cuban deliberations, 
not least with the poem Th e Sinking of the Titanic. Th e aim of this chapter is 
to demonstrate how the disillusioning confrontation with the Cuban reality, 
which – as it turned out – had little to do with his hopes and projections, spurred 
Enzensberger’s literary production, leading him to translate his experiences in 
Cuba into writing. In the concluding part, however, an attempt will be made to 
answer the question of why the manuscript of the other book on Cuba, referred 
to by Siegfried Unseld in June 1969, rests in a cellar, in the sea, in a waste-
paper basket or in Enzensberger’s head – but not in front of the reader. Th e 
journey begins in 1965 in Frankfurt, at the time a certain journal found its way 
from Enzensberger’s head to the bookshops all across the Federal Republic of 
Germany, only to travel back to the heads of students responsible for the making 
of 1968.8

Act 1. ‘Towards the Epicentre’ 

Th e fi rst issue of Enzensberger’s journal Kursbuch was published in June 1965 
by the Frankfurt-based publishing house Suhrkamp. Although it came out in 
Germany, Kursbuch cannot be said to be a German journal – probably just as 
Enzensberger cannot, strictly speaking, be thought of as a German writer.

Enzensberger had already been planning to found an international journal,9 
together with friends and writers from France, Italy and Germany, four years 
before the fi rst issue of Kursbuch. What united them was the vision and the 
untamed wish to fi nd a common, international, intellectual solution to the most 
burning issues of their time. Th is group of intellectuals strove towards a collec-
tive reaction to the war in Algeria and to intellectual and bodily infringements 
imposed by the French state on the signatories of the Manifesto of the 121, who 
revolted against the injustice and colonial zeal so visible in the war in Algeria. 
Th e ultimate aim, however, was a mode of cooperation to be achieved through 
a collective way of writing that was to be newly invented. Th is ambitious project 
eventually failed, less due to political or ideological premises than to personal 
reasons and diff erences in theoretical approaches to literature. At that point 
Enzensberger decided to turn the tables. His new guiding principle was not to 
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strive to produce something with others, but to stream the production of the 
many into one channel – his journal Kursbuch. Th is journal, which came to life 
in June 1965, focused on the import of international literary and intellectual 
production. From the very outset its central theme was the ‘Th ird World’.

Th e international dimension, which lay at the heart of the journal, resulted 
from Enzensberger’s international disposition. Th is disposition could be observed 
from the very outset of his career in the literary fi eld, well before Kursbuch was 
founded. Even before taking his fi nal secondary school examinations in 1949 
in Nördlingen in Bavaria, Enzensberger (born in 1929) was able to secure an 
important post with the Allied Forces. He worked as an interpreter – fi rst for the 
Americans, later for the British. Th anks to the contacts he made there, he had the 
opportunity to visit England and Sweden as early as 1949. In the 1950s his stud-
ies in literature, language and philosophy led him to the Sorbonne University 
in Paris. His international disposition was also the reason why his French and 
Italian counterparts, who were involved in planning Revue International (a jour-
nal, which was supposed to bring together Italian, French and German intel-
lectuals, but which was never realized), preferred to discuss all matters with him 
rather than with Uwe Johnson, who moved from the GDR to West Berlin in 
1959. Even though Johnson was offi  cially the editor representing the German 
side in this international project, he spoke neither French nor Italian. Th us, for 
the international literary scene it was Enzensberger and no other writer who 
stood for the cosmopolitan spirit among the Germans.

Hans Magnus Enzensberger had his literary breakthrough in 1957 with a 
collection of poems verteidigung der wölfe [Defense of the Wolves], published by 
Suhrkamp. Th ereafter he came to be a respected intellectual in Germany. Over 
the years his cooperation with the Suhrkamp publishing house has not only been 
in the role of a writer. From 1960 to 1961 he worked there temporarily as an 
editor, and from then on he has also acted as an advisor to the publisher. It was 
upon his recommendation that many, particularly international, authors joined 
Suhrkamp. One good example is the Poesie series, which he was in charge of 
from 1962. Within merely one year it saw the publication of books by Fernando 
Pessoa from Portugal, Giorgos Seferis from Greece, David Rokeah from Israel 
and Gunnar Ekelöf from Sweden. In Museum der modernen Poesie [Museum of 
Modern Poetry] on the other hand, a 750-page anthology published in 1960, 
Enzensberger managed to bring together over a hundred writers from over thirty 
countries whose works he deemed representative of poetry in the years 1910 to 
1945, i.e. in the period of modernism. Th e table of contents included names 
such as René Char, Federico García Lorca, Nâzim Hikmet, William Carlos 
Williams, Konstantinos Kavafi s and Octavio Paz. Th is canon established by 
Enzensberger was entirely new, since only a very few of the writers presented in 
Museum der modernen Poesie had received attention in Germany by that time. 
Th is fact demonstrates that Enzensberger’s ambition has always been to over-
come the tendency to view literature from a purely national perspective and to 
expand the perception of the social world beyond national borders. Th e maxim 
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he coined in 1964 could very well be perceived as a guiding principle for his 
journal Kursbuch: ‘I will accept this fact [that I am German] whenever possible, 
and ignore it whenever necessary’;10 needless to say, he followed it throughout 
the years, an outstanding example of which can be found in the second issue of 
the journal.

Following Pierre Bourdieu’s assumption that the way we perceive the world 
is determined by certain schemes of classifi cation, it can be claimed that one of 
the common divisions prevailing until today – and all the more so in 1965 – is 
that between East and West. Th is opposition had enough potential to divide 
the world into two blocs – and one country, Germany, into two parts. Having 
assumed that this dichotomy existed not only on paper, but also in the minds of 
the people (and thus in reality), Enzensberger questioned it in the second issue 
of his journal, where he also put forward an alternative. It was not the pair ‘East/
West’ that was pivotal, he insisted, but that of ‘North/South’. Th e old opposition 
‘capitalist versus socialist’ had already become irrelevant and should be replaced 
by a new one: ‘poor versus rich’. To put his argumentation from August 1965 
in a nutshell: the decisive line of demarcation was the one separating the wealthy 
industrial societies from the poor. ‘Th e dividing line in the new class struggle’, 
argued Enzensberger, ‘separates poor communists from rich communists, poor 
neutrals from rich neutrals, poor from rich members of the “Free World”.’11 
Such an argumentation allowed him to direct his attention to those parts of the 
world he defi ned as ‘the epicentre of the global politics’: for Enzensberger this 
epicentre in 1965 was ‘already in South-East Asia, in Africa and Latin America. 
. . . We are on the periphery’.12 Being on the periphery himself, Enzensberger 
used his journal Kursbuch as a channel for voices from the epicentre and a 
forum for renowned theorists from these regions. Th anks to this strategy their 
literature became accessible to the German reader for the fi rst time. In this pro-
cess Enzensberger assumed the role of an importer – he expanded the German 
horizon by enriching it with paramount texts and ideas from Asian, African and 
Latin American past and present. It should be mentioned that Enzensberger 
acted not only as a collector, but also as a contributor. Th e majority of the texts 
he produced for the purposes of the journal had two sides to them. On the one 
hand, he provided analyses of the global situation. On the other, he raised ques-
tions about the role of the extra-parliamentary opposition in Western Europe 
and the role of the writer and intellectual in the inevitable process of intermedia-
tion between the protests in Europe and the USA and the liberation movements 
in the ‘Th ird World’.

Over a year before the death of Benno Ohnesorg, who was shot by a police-
man during a demonstration against the visit of the Shah of Persia to Berlin in 
June 1967, Enzensberger wrote an afterword to a book that was to become fun-
damental for the 1968 movement. Th e book was Persia by Bahman Nirumand, 
with Enzensberger’s afterword Unsere weißen Hände [Our White Hands]. 
Enzensberger’s conclusion in this text was that ‘the only way to confront’ the 
violence infl icted on the Persian opposition by the regime of the Shah was ‘with 
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violence. As long as the regime remains in power, any kind of reform is out of 
question; and the regime can only be overthrown by means of revolutionary 
violence. None of this is in sight at the moment’.13 Enzensberger fi nished his 
text with the following words: ‘Now we put the book away on the shelf. We take 
a closer look at our hands. Th ey are completely empty and strangely white’.14 
Th is was something German students did not want to see. Th ey did not want 
their hands to stay white and empty when, one year after Enzensberger’s text was 
published, the Shah of Persia visited Germany. Th ey protested! Enzensberger did 
not want to see his books lying idly on the shelf either. What he proposed was a 
dual strategy of intellectual redefi nition. Th e fi rst dimension of this strategy was 
a redefi nition of literature and the role of the writer. His intellectual companion 
in this venture was his subeditor from Frankfurt, Karl Markus Michel.

In June 1967, in an article published in Kursbuch, Michel, who was the 
subeditor of the journal from its fi rst issue onwards, presented his thoughts on 
the current situation of intellectuals. Writing about many of his colleagues, he 
claimed that the consequence of their chosen plan of action ‘was something they 
sometimes speak of, but do not truly desire: a revolution’.15 From Michel’s point 
of view, petitions and political interventions of the intellectuals were nothing 
more than ‘blunt opinions that could at best lead to other blunt opinions’. To 
expose the meaninglessness of such petitions Michel used Enzensberger’s concept 
of the consciousness industry, claiming that ‘what once used to be public opin-
ion that could develop and change, has now turned into and will increasingly 
become a consumer habit that is subject to regulation’.16 What Michel wanted 
to achieve was a discussion of the relevance of intellectuals in times of the all-
absorbing, all-pervading consciousness industry. To quote him again: ‘it is not 
the sheer existence of intellectuals that is being questioned, but the legitimacy 
of their opposition, the competence and eff ectiveness of their criticism, and the 
substantiality of interests they represent’.17 In his writings, Michel provided at 
least a negative defi nition of the new intellectual, of whom something more is 
expected than merely petitions and interventions on the feature pages of daily 
papers. What would the role of the writer be in this situation? From January 
1968, Enzensberger’s answers to this question sound, as one could put it, more 
and more ‘practical’.

In January 1968, while Enzensberger was staying in Cuba, his article Berliner 
Gemeinplätze [Berlin Commonplaces] appeared in Kursbuch 11. ‘All political 
actions’, he claimed, ‘now stand and fall in the context of the international revo-
lutionary movement.’18 Th e focal point in this passage is ‘action’, since, following 
Enzensberger, even the solidarity ‘among intellectuals . . . remains pure rhetoric 
as long as it does not manifest itself in political actions whose usefulness can be 
proved’.19 Th e question that remained was naturally: What is useful action?

In his November 1968 article Gemeinplätze die Neue Literatur betreff end 
[Commonplaces on the Newest Literature], Enzensberger described this new, 
useful role as follows: ‘Th e writer should set political alphabetization as his 
aim. In doing so, he should follow the examples of Günter Wallraff ’s reports 
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from German factories, Bahman Nirumand’s book on Persia, Ulrike Meinhof’s 
columns, Georg Alsheimer’s Vietnam report’. Such an eff ective literature that 
is perhaps understood best as ‘political analysis’, as well as political actions such 
as those conducted by Kommune 1 (i.e. actions aimed at getting wide publicity 
and hence transforming consciousness) were, in Enzensberger’s eyes, possible 
ways of transforming society.20 Literature also needed to become socially useful, 
which was the fi rst consequence Enzensberger derived from his refl ections on the 
new defi nition of the writer’s role. Th is was the claim articulated eventually in 
Kursbuch – nothing more, nothing less (note that he never pronounced any other 
type of literature dead; he simply thought of it as socially irrelevant).

Th e second dimension of the already mentioned dual strategy, which 
involved both intellectual redefi nition and personal action, was leaving the USA 
for Cuba – an act of intellectual (and bodily) intervention, which was extremely 
symbolic in 1968.

Act 2. ‘Why Haven’t You Done Anything Against Slavery?’ 

In January 1968, together with his second wife Mascha, Enzensberger partici-
pated in the Cultural Congress in Havana. Tom Hayden from the Students for 
a Democratic Society as well as the Italian publisher Giangiacomo Feltrinelli 
were also there, to name a few. Enzensberger was enthusiastic about it. Later that 
month he wrote a letter to his publisher:

I’ve been away for the past month, visiting Cuba. Th is visit has made an extremely strong 
impression on me, and it will surely have consequences for my life. For the fi rst time in 
my life I have seen a revolution that is not dead, a revolution not devouring but feeding 
its children, a revolution without this gray, oppressive aura we are so familiar with from 
the East, a revolution that has understood that suppressing intellectual work is an act of 
counterrevolution. I’m cutting it short now, reluctantly – as I could fi ll many pages with 
my observations – and will save it for our meeting early next year. It seems that I will be 
back in Berlin in March or April already.21

Enzensberger did as he promised, but before that he sent an open letter to the 
president of Wesleyan University, in which he announced his resignation from 
a fellowship he had accepted three months earlier. Th e letter, dated 31 January 
1968, was published in February in the New York Review of Books, as well as in 
Zeit, a German weekly, in early March. ‘I believe’, wrote Enzensberger, ‘the class 
which rules the United States of America, and the government which imple-
ments its policies, to be the most dangerous body of men on earth.’ Its aim is 
‘to establish its political, economic, and military predominance over every other 
power in the world’, and its enemy is the revolution.22 Th e means to this end are 
either war or support of ‘oppression, corruption and starvation’ in many poor 
countries in the world.23 A second strategy is the so-called repressive tolerance, 
whereby criticism of the system is integrated into the system in order to make 
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it ineff ective. Quoting Régis Debray’s comment that an intellectual can only be 
measured by the ‘relation between his beliefs and his deeds’,24 Enzensberger bade 
farewell to the university, and in autumn 1968 took off  for Cuba. He felt that he 
could ‘learn more from the Cuban people and be of greater use to them’ than he 
could ‘ever be to the students of Wesleyan University’.25

When Enzensberger arrived in Cuba in November 1968, his immediate 
wish was to start a series of tutorials for local students in order to stimulate the 
process of learning from each other.26 However, he was never granted permission 
to begin lecturing. His opinions on Czechoslovakia’s invasion by the troops of 
the Warsaw Pact had made him suspicious in the eyes of the Cuban authori-
ties. As a result, Enzensberger never had a chance to meet either Fidel Castro or 
Cuban students. He was sent on a tour around the country and spent time in 
luxurious hotels for tourists. At that time his impressions of Cuba were not that 
unambiguous anymore. Perhaps it was simply the beginning of the third phase 
in his aff air with Cuba (after enthusiasm and counterrevolutionary feelings), the 
phase which he was unable to defi ne in December 1968 and of which he wrote 
four months later: ‘Socialism is indeed a funny thing. But I will not let it turn me 
into a counterrevolutionary! Th is is, generally speaking, the atmosphere here’.27 
Notwithstanding this disillusion, Enzensberger was still driven by the wish to 
diff erentiate – between the people, living their life within the revolution, and 
the state authorities, whose authoritarian nature he could not overlook. What is 
more, Cuba’s image as a place with absolute freedom of artistic expression slowly 
started to fade. In 1968 the Association of Cuban Writers and Artists awarded 
a poetry prize to Enzensberger’s friend, Heberto Padilla. His book, however, 
was not published straight away. Eventually it appeared with a very critical 
foreword, in which the association distanced itself from the author.28 In April 
1969, Enzensberger wrote in a letter to Unseld: ‘I still like it here and I don’t 
know how long I’m going to stay. I’ll be back by the end of May at the latest, 
but it might also be earlier – there is no decent job for me here at the university. 
First I will go to see the country life for two or three weeks, then I’ll decide what 
to do next’.29

What Enzensberger saw in the country were sugarcane plantations and the 
poverty of the people. He studied training materials of the Cuban Communist 
Party and was appalled at the dogmatism with which it was imbued (the after-
math of this is apparent in Kursbuch’s issue from October 1969 dedicated to 
Cuba, where Enzensberger published – next to his article critical of Castro – a 
couple of extracts from Castro’s speeches. ‘40 pages of Castro’, as he wrote 
in a letter to Karl Markus Michel, ‘would be unbearable’).30 At that time 
Enzensberger developed a strong interest in Cuba’s past. He wrote Das Verhör 
von Habana [Th e Havana Inquiry], a theatre play about the interrogation of 
invaders in the Bay of Pigs in 1961. But he also dug deeper, venturing forth to 
translate Cimarrón.

Cimarrón is an autobiography of a Negro slave, Esteban Montejo. In 1963 a 
Cuban writer and ethnologist, Miguel Barnet (born 1940), conducted a number 
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of interviews with 104-year-old Montejo, who told him the story of his life 
as a slave in the nineteenth-century Cuba occupied by the Spanish. In Latin 
American Spanish, ‘cimarrón’ stands for an animal that ran away, but the term 
was also used by slaveholders in relation to people. Barnet put the pieces of 
Montejo’s story together into an autobiography, which was published in Cuba 
in 1966. In Germany a few excerpts from the text appeared in 1968 in Kursbuch, 
and the whole book was published in 1969. Enzensberger started translating 
some fragments in summer 1968, which were later included in Kursbuch’s issue 
on Cuba.

In March 1969, at the invitation of the Cuban cultural authorities (issued 
mainly due to Enzensberger’s eff orts), Hans Werner Henze arrived in Cuba. In 
his autobiography, Henze explains the reasons for his visit to the island by sum-
marizing them with one question: Who or what is a revolutionary artist?31 Was 
Enzensberger not looking for an answer to the same question? What united the 
two – a composer on the one hand, and a writer on the other – was an artistic 
rendition of a Cuban story: the story of Cimarrón.

Hans Werner Henze met Barnet in 1969. Together with Enzensberger they 
also visited Montejo Esteban. As a result of these encounters, and based on 
his translations for Kursbuch, Enzensberger wrote a libretto, for which Henze 
composed the music. Th e interesting thing about Montejo’s story was that, for 
the fi rst time, a life story of a runaway slave reached a person who had access to 
the cultural industry and who could thus disseminate it. Th is is a rare example 
of ‘history from below’, which for the twentieth century might not be extraor-
dinary, but which was unique for the Cuban struggle for liberation from the 
Spanish occupation. Th e emancipatory potential of Cimarrón can be seen on 
many levels. First, it tells the story of emancipation of a slave from his oppressors. 
Secondly, in composing his score, Henze transferred this emancipatory mode to 
the present. Materials from the rehearsals of Cimarrón attest to ‘an emancipa-
tory intention in its composition’.32 In other words, the score leaves room for 
individual interpretation, both for the vocalist and the musicians. Th e vocalist 
is free to choose the pitch as well as the rhythm and pace of his performance, so 
that the fi nal outcome is actually composed during rehearsals, in the process of 
interaction between the musicians, the vocalist and Hans Werner Henze.

Th e libretto provided by Enzensberger consists of fi fteen scenes focus-
ing on historical events and Montejo’s subjective views. Th e score integrates 
many instruments and rhythms typical of Cuban music: Scene 8, Die Frauen 
[Women], follows the rhythm of a Cuban song; in Scene 13, Der schlechte Sieg 
[Bad Victory], rumba, a classic Cuban folk tune, is used to introduce the trium-
phant euphoria of the Cubans after regaining independence; a habanera in Scene 
2 alludes to the decadence of the colonial rulers, whereas the hymns in Scene 10, 
Die Pfarrer [Th e Priests], are slightly out of tune to symbolize the hypocrisy of 
the clergy. Th e folk character of the score is rounded out by a variety of instru-
ments of Caribbean and African origin, including a Trinidad steel drum, marím-
bula, log drums, boobams, temple bells, congas and bongos.33
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Th e exceptional aspect of this piece of music is a combination of atonal 
modernity with traditional elements of the Cuban music. In this way, Henze 
achieved something that was innovative even for an afi cionado of the avant-
garde. At a conference on 100 years of atonality held in Berlin in 2009, musi-
cologist Ulrich Mosch contradicted the opinions represented by neurobiologists, 
according to whom atonality exceeds human capacities of perception. Mosch 
argued quite the opposite: in his opinion it is atonal music in particular that 
has the potential to present human perception – a dynamic rather than fi xed 
 apparatus – with a wealth of new sensual experiences.34

Assuming the plausibility of Mosch’s views, Cimarrón could be interpreted 
as part of a double revolution of perception – at the levels of both text and 
sound. Th e aleatoric score of this piece – allowing for variations governed by 
chance – is meant to stimulate creativity and active participation, leading to the 
dissolving of the relationship between the creator and the performer. On the 
other hand, it disturbs the audience and confronts it with music that – similarly 
to the Alienation Eff ect in the Brechtian epic theatre – does not provide it with 
the comfort of illusion. Th is serves as a means to prevent passive consumption 
and facilitate an act of active refl ection.

Th e year 1968 did not bring about any transformation of the institutional 
system of Western democracies. In this sense the movement failed. Th e transfor-
mation strategy of the New Left, however, was twofold: starting with an indi-
vidual, whose apathy was to be shattered by active participation, transformation 
was to spill over to the whole society. Th e aim was to turn the prevailing pat-
terns of thinking and perception upside down.35 By importing Cimarrón to the 
concert halls in the European periphery, Henze and Enzensberger made Cuban 
music and Cuban voices heard. Th e question, ‘Why haven’t you done anything 
against slavery?’, echoed in Italian, German and French opera houses, making it 
impossible for theatre- and opera-goers to disregard it.

Th e path taken by Henze and Enzensberger marks an important conceptual 
diff erentiation between a revolutionary intellectual and a universal intellectual 
in the tradition of Jean-Paul Sartre. By appealing to common values, universal 
intellectuals attempted to exert their infl uence on social struggles from the out-
side. By contrast, a revolutionary intellectual acted from the inside to the out-
side, from the Cuban epicentre into the European periphery. Enzensberger and 
Henze brought Cuban liberation art into European cities. By the time they got 
back from the island, however, the extra-parliamentary opposition in Europe, 
which for Enzensberger was the only hope in 1968, began to crumble.

Act 3. ‘I Continue to Wail, to Swim’

In an interview given in 1979 about his activism in the 1960s, Enzensberger said: 
‘Writers don’t generate any grand social movements, but if they encounter one, 
they must take a position’.36 Th e 1968 movement was founded on a teleological 
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concept of history and propagated the idea of a new social order. For many 1968 
activists, Cuba represented the ultimate hope: an example and model at the same 
time. As time passed, the movements in Europe and the USA disintegrated, 
divided by diff ering attitudes towards violence as well as by organizational issues. 
Th e 1970s witnessed the emergence of a new paradigm – one already considered 
in the 1960s, now confi rmed by the new economic reality of the oil crisis. By 
proclaiming that history cannot be planned, postmodernity dismissed the central 
presumptions of modernity, which were still so strong in the 1960s as to make 
intellectuals believe it was possible to ‘intervene in time and history’ (sich in die 
Zeit stellen zu können), as Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey put it.37 Enzensberger grasped 
these new emerging ideas and used them in 1978 to write a long poem, Th e 
Sinking of the Titanic.

Having the form of a journey through time and space, and set against the 
backdrop of 1912 (the year the Titanic sank), the poem relates the decline of 
hopes for a revolution (explicitly named as ‘Cuba 1969’) to the demise of the 
idea that progress can be planned and shaped by means of the right theory 
(‘Berlin 1977’). Published in 1978 by the Suhrkamp publishing house, the 
poem looks back at the past to discover in it the starting point of not one, but 
many possible paths leading to one of many possible versions of the future. In 
Th e Sinking of the Titanic it is not only the ship that is sinking, but much more: 
modernity, revolution and the historic paradigm – they are all portrayed as going 
down. What needs to be emphasized is that sinking does not equal drowning, as 
it implies the possibility of resurfacing. What does not founder, though, is the 
lyric subject, who – just as Enzensberger – is also a writer. Th is can be inferred 
from the last, reassuring line in the text: ‘I continue to wail, and to swim’.38 
What is it then, specifi cally, that is sinking?

First of all, it is obviously the Titanic. While the rescued row ‘away / from 
the blank, impervious spot / where the Titanic has disappeared’,39 most of the 
passengers ‘go down softly / bloated and sagging soggily’40 until the water is up 
to their necks, ‘until you drink it, until you feel the water / thirstily seeking your 
inside, your windpipe, your womb, / your mouth; and you know what it wants 
to do: it wants / to fi ll up everything, to swallow, and to be swallowed’.41

It is interesting to see what the social composition of passengers looks like. 
Th e community portrayed in the poem displays very distinctive features of a class 
society. Th e top deck is a fl oor for many festivities, such as receptions or dance 
soirées, during which members of the noble class are treated to exquisite cuisine. 
Th eir idleness and mindlessness is well exemplifi ed by the person of John Jacob 
Astor, who, ‘nail fi le / in hand, rips up a lifesaver in order to show / to his wife 
(née Connaught) what is inside / (probably cork)’.42 At the same time those 
‘down below are always the fi rst / to understand danger. Hastily they collect / 
their bundles, babies and ruby-red feather beds’.43 Th e approaching catastrophe, 
however, does not lead to the collapse of the class system, as the Marxists would 
probably desire. Even in the face of imminent danger, it is more than clear ‘that 
the First Class is always fi rst served / and that there are never enough milk bottles, 
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/ shoes or lifeboats for all of us’.44 Surprisingly, such extreme circumstances do 
not lead to the emergence of the ‘revolutionary subject’ in the Marxist sense. Th e 
reaction of the lower class to a dramatic appeal by an agitator on the ship (‘When 
do you want to take your revenge / if not now?’)45 is that of sheer helplessness:

Th ey understood quite well / what he said, but they did not / understand him. His 
words / were not their words. Worn / by other fears and by other hopes, / they just stood 
there patiently / with their carpet bags, their rosaries, / their rickety children / at the 
barriers, making room / for others, listening to him, respectfully, / and waiting until they 
drowned.46

Th e overall image conveyed in the poem is that of ‘the gamblers / and the tel-
egraph operators’ following a dispute between Bakunin and Engels, ‘as if a tennis 
match were going on’:47 not intervening, but merely observing.

Second of all, the poem depicts the demise of the much cherished vision of 
the Cuban utopia. Th e perception shared by many Western intellectuals in 1968 
of Cuba being the place where the socialist utopia was being successfully enacted, 
providing an example for the whole world to follow, was by and large an illusion. 
In 1969, however, we ‘did not know / that the party had fi nished long ago’.48 
How come? Was the lyric subject not aware of it? Perhaps it had a premonition, 
but ‘I didn’t want to admit to myself / that the tropical party was all over’.49

Finally, what founders is ‘my poem / about the sinking of the Titanic’.50 
Th is poem, according to the lyric subject, was ‘ohne Durchschlag’51 – without a 
copy. Since there was no carbon paper in Cuba, it physically existed only in one 
copy. Semantically speaking however, the phrase ‘ohne Durchschlag’ has a second 
meaning in German, namely ‘being ineff ective, lacking resonance’. Such an 
interpretation refers back to the poetological redefi nition of literature described 
above, which Enzensberger advocated in 1968. A very tentative interpretation 
of this passage could suggest that the author alludes to the reasons for his self-
censorship. Th e poem about the Titanic is, after all, right before the reader’s eyes. 
What is it then that is foundering? Which text did not have a resonant copy? It is 
possible that what is meant here is a very discreet reference to the book on Cuba 
that was never published. It is possible that, to the author, this book seemed 
superfl uous. It is possible that he did not see any reason for writing it, since the 
social basis in the form of the extra-parliamentary opposition no longer existed. 
It is also possible, however, that Enzensberger feared the applause from the 
wrong side. What if the book turned out to be so critical of Cuba that it intensi-
fi ed the radical criticism of the New Left, for whom Cuba still represented the 
hope for a potential revolution?

Th e poem Th e Sinking of the Titanic can also be read as a journey – an 
interpretation plausible not least in the light of references to Dante’s Divine 
Comedy. Analogically to Dante’s work, divided into Inferno, Purgatorio and 
Paradiso, each consisting of thirty-three cantos, Enzensberger’s poem consists 
of thirty-three cantos (and sixteen glosses). Another parallel is that both Dante 
and Enzensberger make use of the stylistic device of dialogus mortuorum, 



dialogue of the dead.52 Last but not least, Dante is also one of the passengers 
on the Titanic.

Th e journey-like character of the poem is emphasized by the movement: 
the ship moves towards an iceberg and then goes down. Interestingly enough, 
the place and time the poem was written are given in the form of a journey as 
well: ‘Havana 1969 – Berlin 1977’. Th is distance, both in time and space, can be 
transposed on the personal level of the author who ventured on this journey and 
might have become estranged from himself in the process. Even though he may 
never have directly postulated the existence of an authentic and an alienated self, 
and the need for diff erentiation between them, these two (or even more) diff er-
ent selves come to the fore from the very beginning of the poem. Th e existential 
drive of a self-inventing subject takes on a radically performative character – the 
subject establishes itself through the act of speaking: ‘Th ere is someone who 
listens, who waits, / holds his breath, very close by, / here. He says: this is my 
voice’.53 One consequence of such an approach is that the self remains elusive 
and nebulous, diff erent in every single point in history.

Th is process of the dissolving of a fi xed identity of the author fi nds its liter-
ary rendition later in the poem, when the lyric subject is plagued by immense 
doubts about its own authenticity. While attempting to reconstruct the found-
ered poem, the lyric subject asks itself what it was like ‘in my poem? Was it in my 
poem / at all? And what about that thin, / absent-minded, excited man roaming 
Havana, involved / in disputes, metaphors, endless love aff airs – was that me?’ 
Th is uncertainty about one’s past identity extends to the future: ‘And in ten years 
from now / I shall not be sure that these very words are my own’.54

A few weeks before bringing out the poem on the Titanic, Enzensberger 
published a short essay in Kursbuch: Zwei Randbemerkungen zum Weltuntergang 
[Two Side Notes on the End of the World]. In the text he accused the Left of 
not having learned ‘what each and every passer-by has already understood: that 
there is no weltgeist; that the laws of history are unknown to us’.55 Th is statement 
is by no means a sign of resignation, quite the opposite – its tone is very serene. 
What Enzensberger wishes for is ‘a little less fear, a bit more mindfulness, respect 
and modesty when faced with the unknown. Th en we will see what happens 
next’.56 In this sense Th e Sinking of the Titanic describes a quest as well. Without 
an aim and a clear direction – or without the safety of telos and linearity, to use 
the vocabulary of modernity – the lyric subject in the poem is thrown to the sea. 
It does not sink, however, but keeps on swimming. Following the line of argu-
mentation of Rainer Barbey, it is this very act of moving forward that has the 
rescuing eff ect and the potential to replace the pursuit of the ultimate purpose 
in history. Th e sea could be interpreted in this context as an ‘area of anarchic 
freedom, protecting one from socio-historic determination and ultimately taking 
on the role of the harbour, once thought to be lost forever’.57 Th is conclusion 
could very well be to Enzensberger’s liking – after all, it is very much in favour 
of the postmodern paradigm. Instead of heralding new dogmas, the writer fi nds 
pleasure in the state of being doubtful about himself, provoking the readers to 
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at least be productively doubtful about themselves. Th e publication of the book 
on Cuba, that Siegfried Unseld intended to announce in 1969, was not possible 
anymore in 1978. Th e most Enzensberger could do was to publish Th e Sinking of 
the Titanic. To explain why, this chapter will conclude with three short remarks.

Conclusion

First of all, if a writer takes on an earnest challenge of permanently validating 
himself in his role (and this is precisely what Enzensberger did), it is reasonable 
to assume that in the course of history, and as the literary fi eld develops, this 
role will change as well. Many of Enzensberger’s fellow writers, however, did 
not understand the essence of this transformation process and perceived him as 
an opportunist. For instance Hans Werner Richter, founder of the Group 47,58 
which Enzensberger joined in 1955, proclaimed in 1969 that Enzensberger 
‘turned from the charlatan of literature to a charlatan of revolution and now to a 
charlatan of economic policy. It seems to me that there is nothing more to him 
– as apparently there has never been’.59 For Enzensberger, on the other hand, 
permanent transformation, as well as constant redefi nition of literature and of 
the intellectual’s role, constituted conditio sine qua non of his work.

In 1978, after the collapse of the 1968 movement, Enzensberger redefi ned 
his role as a writer to see it predominantly in stimulating irritations in the pat-
terns of thinking and perception. He no longer felt able to give simple formulas 
as to how to live a righteous life. In doing so, however, he took on one of the 
guiding concepts of 1968 – a concept that, in the context of a widely assumed 
failure of the 1968 movement, represented a counterpoint of success, namely 
that transformation of society can only be achieved by means of a transforma-
tion of the way we perceive the world. Bertolt Brecht called it ‘engaged’ or 
‘interventionist thinking’ [Eingreifendes Denken].60 What he meant by this was 
the process of thinking induced by the author, whereby he does not dictate a 
reaction he expects from his audience, but rather aims at fundamental change in 
their attitudes.

As Karl Markus Michel put it in 1968 in Kursbuch 15, the world cannot be 
the subject of poetry anymore – it needs to be the subject of change.61 It appears 
that ten years later, paradoxically, the only way to make the world political 
again was through its ‘poetization’ – a process that was supposed to be neither 
self-referential nor to take the form of aggressive political agitation. Its prior aim 
was rather to undermine the pervading modes of thinking and perceiving the 
social reality, and to put this energy into productive use. Th is explains why the 
lyric subject in Th e Sinking of the Titanic continues to wail, and to swim – even 
though there is no telos in sight.

Seen from this perspective, the Titanic is a postmodern, or – to be more 
precise – a radically modern62 text. It does not pronounce the superiority of one 
particular ideology, nor does it completely condemn or erase all past ideologies 
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– note that the suitcases of passengers, which symbolically stand for the past 
ideological and mental structures of consciousness, do not sink, but keep fl oat-
ing in the water (cf. canto 23). What Enzensberger proposes in his text is to 
construe modernity, together with its ideologies and visions of progress, as part 
of the tradition that should be saved from sinking into oblivion. Postmodernity 
never claimed powers to wipe out modernity. In a way, such an act would be 
essentially totalitarian (i.e. directed at totality) and thus modern, as understood 
in terms of the Enlightenment. To recall Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s views on 
this matter, ‘the Enlightenment recognizes as being and occurrence only what 
can be apprehended in unity’.63 

Put in this context, Enzensberger’s poem constitutes a mere refl ection upon 
some aspects of modernity, but instead of tying them up into a narrative, leaves 
them hanging loose in their plurality. What the text condemns is totality. Th e 
path leading to the future is open – open as the sea, upon the waves of which the 
lyric subject is swimming. It wails, because it thinks, it swims, because it wants to 
move forward – even though it has no clear aim. One year after Th e Sinking of the 
Titanic was published, Enzensberger elaborated on this concept in an interview 
conducted by Hajo Kesting: ‘I don’t know the reasons why socialism ends up 
failing each and every time. I’m not even sure it always has to be this way. I am 
simply not ready to have a strong opinion on this. I enjoy being surprised’.64 And 
in Two Side Notes on the End of the World Enzensberger wrote that ‘I don’t think 
I need to assure you . . . that I know of the future as little as you do’.65

Th e second reason why the book on Cuba could never come out was the fact 
that in the 1970s the island came to be increasingly discredited as a model of a 
possible revolution. Th e most painful experience for Enzensberger in this respect 
was an act of public self-criticism by his friend Padilla. In a public address he 
recalled:

I have had countless conversations with Hans Magnus Enzensberger, German poet and 
essayist. I used those occasions to present my views on the revolution, which were 
always harsh and hostile. . . . Enzensberger listened to my critical opinions and defeatist 
analyses. I am convinced that I have managed to distort his views on our revolution, 
towards which he was not very enthusiastic in the fi rst place anyway.66

Enzensberger knew these statements were made as a result of torture. 
Finally, judging by the subtitle (Th e Invention of an Island), the book on 

Cuba was supposed to present the ultimate dispute about the socialist utopia on 
the island, and the hopes and expectations the New Left projected onto it. As 
the 1968 movement demobilized, however, the decisive moment for the book 
had already passed. In 1981, in a conversation with Susan Sontag, Enzensberger 
explained his self-censorship, saying: ‘Preferably I would . . . like to have pub-
lished this book on Cuba, but it was impossible to do it. Th is book would have 
been constructive only in the Cuban context, and not simply in the context of 
my person’.67 Th is might have been another reason for self-censorship, although 
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it is always a question of how trustworthy writers are when they talk of their 
own works. Still, irrespective of what the content of the manuscript might have 
been, it can safely be claimed that while in Cuba, Enzensberger’s principal goal 
consisted in rethinking the writer’s role and re-linking Europe and the ‘Th ird 
World’.
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[We] will support the struggles for national liberation and socialism throughout the 
world . . . [We] will give support to the Chinese, Vietnamese and Cuban revolutions, to 

the anti-bureaucratic struggles in Eastern Europe and the struggle for workers’ control 
and socialism in advanced capitalist countries.

– Th e Red Mole1

With this programmatic statement a new radical newspaper was launched in 
March 1970. Named Th e Red Mole, it was to be the internationalist voice of 
dissent in the aftermath of the protest movement which Britain had faced since 
1967. Th e paper followed its predecessor Th e Black Dwarf, which had come into 
existence in the heydays of protest in early summer 1968. With a circulation of 
sometimes up to fi fty thousand copies, both papers were important representa-
tives of alternative media in Britain between 1968 and 1973. However, apart 
from a few references and sporadic quotations of front-page slogans,2 neither 
paper has yet been subject to a systematic analysis.3 

Th is is due to the common assumption that 1968 is not a historical land-
mark in Britain as it is in France or Germany. Even though recent years saw a 
variety of studies which highlighted that protest in Britain – like in other coun-
tries – was triggered by national as well as transnational political topics,4 some 
recent studies still support the narrative that ‘not that much happened in Britain 
in 1968’.5 Indeed, in Britain the year 1968 ‘has not obtained quite the iconic 
status of the long 1960s in other countries’, and research on extra-parliamentary 
movements in 1960s Britain ‘is still in its infancy’.6 Comparative studies cover-
ing protest movements mainly focus on the United States, France, Italy and 
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Germany,7 and research in the U.K. on the 1960s mainly concentrates on social 
and cultural changes or on generational confl icts.8 It may, thus, still be appropri-
ate to call ‘sixty-eight’ a widely unknown ‘lieu de mémoire’ in Britain.9

Recent studies rightly stress the global aspects of 1968, calling this year 
a ‘transnational moment of crisis and opportunity’.10 Following this assump-
tion, I am going to analyse the ‘increasingly globalized repertoire’ of ideas and 
actions11 which characterized the British protest movement of 1968. My analysis 
is based on concepts of transnational history, which have been refi ned since the 
1990s to analyse ‘forces and themes that may not necessarily be global but still 
cross-national’, by focusing on ‘transnational connections’ based on personal 
contacts as well as ‘supranational consciousness’ emanating from mutual percep-
tions, exchanges and entanglements.12 Transnational relations are non-state rela-
tions. Th ey are classically defi ned as ‘contacts, coalitions and interactions across 
boundaries that are not controlled by central foreign policy organs of state’. In 
transnational interactions ‘at least one actor is not an agent of a government or 
an intergovernmental organisation’.13 

My analysis further relies on the concept of political communication used by 
the Collaborative Research Centre of Bielefeld University,14 and follows theories 
of Pierre Bourdieu. Political communication works among social and cultural 
groups on a semantic as well as symbolic level. It depends on language, images, 
rituals and symbols. Th ere is, according to Bourdieu, a continuous ‘performative 
discourse’ among social actors about the dominant interpretation. Prior to col-
lective political action, there is a certain reshaping of classifi cations and views. 
Th e questioning of traditional opinions paves the way for new visions on which 
collective action is based.15 

Given that the role of the media is crucial for the mobilization and com-
munication of movements,16 I am going to analyse the transnational ‘discourse 
community’17 shaped by two alternative newspapers between 1968 and 1973: 
Th e Black Dwarf and Th e Red Mole. Both papers were not only bound to cer-
tain far-left groups but also had an important impact on the British protest 
 movement as a whole.18 

I will fi rst analyse the emergence of both papers as examples of unconven-
tional media in Britain. Looking at the professional, social, national and ethnic 
background of the editors and their interrelation with dissenters from other 
countries, I want to fi nd out whether the British activists were transnational 
actors who formed networks and alliances across borders. Secondly, I will exam-
ine whether the issues both papers addressed were national or ‘transboundary’ 
(Robert Cohen), or both. An analysis of the editors’ aims expressed in the edito-
rials and the authors’ articles will also illustrate their understanding of politics. 
Th irdly, I will study how both papers linked the global dimensions of protest 
with internal issues of liberation and solidarity, and thus reshaped common 
interpretations. In examining whether British protesters felt embedded in world-
wide protest movements of the late 1960s, I want to assess which topics shaped 
the quest for ‘Transnational Cooperation and Solidarity’19 in Britain. 
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Creating a Transnational Discourse Community: The Black 
Dwarf and The Red Mole

Th e founding of the Dwarf and later the Mole stood in the context of emerg-
ing alternative media in Western countries. With the USA getting increasingly 
involved in Vietnam, the American civil rights movement growing and Berkeley 
students launching the fi rst sit-ins, the need to provide information about aims 
and actions became increasingly pressing for the movements. As early as 1964 
the fi rst U.S. underground paper came into existence in Los Angeles. Cheap 
off set-press technology made it possible to produce periodicals of reasonable 
paper quality and price. Whereas the mass media were shaped ‘by the values 
and perceptions of primarily white, middle class, male mainstream writers and 
editors’, an alternative, underground press emerged ‘to mirror, spark, express, 
organize, advocate, and hype the strands of protest’. By 1969 about fi ve hundred 
papers ‘served communities and constituencies worldwide’.20 Why was that so? 

It had to do with a growing dissatisfaction about the way the conven-
tional press dealt with certain topics. Th us underground media ‘sought to coun-
ter mainstream distortions and omissions’.21 In 1967 the renowned German 
writer and intellectual Hans Magnus Enzensberger, who had been awarded the 
distinguished Büchner Prize for literature four years earlier, critically analysed 
the role of the press in Germany which only reported on Persia’s glamorous 
Court, omitting all problematic issues like police brutality, poverty and dissent 
with the Shah’s regime. According to him, Persia was just a model for ‘the big 
lie’ which the media also spread about Latin American countries, Angola and 
Vietnam. By lying about the real situation in those regions and countries, he 
stated, Europe and the USA just sought to defend their system of worldwide 
exploitation.22 Th e reaction of the German extra-parliamentary opposition was 
to call for Gegenöff entlichkeit. Th is term has the notion of counterculture and 
means alternative, independent or underground press. However, underground 
does not necessarily mean being illegal but focusing on unpopular or neglected 
themes and counterculture issues. Aiming at providing uncensored informa-
tion and at globalizing revolutionary spirit, Rudi Dutschke and other members 
of the German socialist student organization SDS founded the Internationales 
Nachrichten- und Forschungsinstitut (INFI) in the aftermath of the International 
Vietnam Congress in 1968 as a ‘transnational counter-alliance’.23 

Given that, according to Bourdieu, the change of perceptions and the ques-
tioning of common assumptions are prerequisites to collective political action,24 
new independent media were necessary to show the true situation in Vietnam, 
Africa and Latin America. Explaining the link between capitalism, imperialism 
and neocolonialism, the underground press aimed at changing mindsets: ‘Th e 
radical must present a counter-vision,’ an American activist remarked, ‘he must 
create new values’.25 Being eager to expand their audiences, alternative papers 
also had to infuse their readers with a certain sense of community, of class, 
of collective struggle and solidarity, which gave the movement the strength of 
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self-preservation and direct action. Th e underground press ‘questioned, altered, 
sought to radically change’ society’s status quo.26 Th e necessary presupposition 
of changing society was ‘changing one’s head’.27

In Britain, the negative and one-sided press coverage of the March 1968 
Vietnam demonstration in London became the kick-off  for launching Th e Black 
Dwarf, Britain’s new alternative newspaper. On 17 March, about twenty-fi ve 
thousand people had followed the call of the Vietnam Solidarity Campaign 
(VSC) for a demonstration against the Vietnam War. Th ey gathered in Trafalgar 
Square and waved fl ags of the Vietnam Liberation Front (FNL). Many speakers 
attacked the Labour government’s complicity with the U.S. aggression. Police 
could not stop them from marching into Grosvenor Square where the U.S. 
embassy was located. When mounted police attacked the demonstrators in front 
of the embassy, marbles were thrown on the streets, making the horses stumble 
and fall. Th e following day, British media reported extensively on injured horses 
but overlooked police brutality during the two-hour confrontation. Th e reaction 
of the British public, donating ‘tons of fl owers for wounded horses’,28 made the 
VSC demonstration of 17 March a turning point regarding the awareness of 
protest in Britain.29 

Being a response to the media perception of the 17 March demonstration, 
the Dwarf was an attempt to readjust public opinion and to focus on the real 
problems that had lead to widespread protest: the Vietnam War, capitalism and 
exploitation. On May Day 1968, a special edition was issued. According to the 
editors, the Dwarf was to counterbalance the traditional press: ‘One reason for 
the wretchedness of our society is the brainwashing practised by the privately 
owned mass media known as “free press”’.30 Th e Dwarf analysed the British 
press calling it ‘the most inbred and monopolized press in the Western world’. 
It was ‘a class institution totally integrated within the upper echelons of capital-
ist society’. Freedom of the press in Britain meant that ‘three millionaires . . . 
control[led] 6 out of 7 copies of all morning papers sold every day’.31 In contrast, 
the Dwarf represented a truly independent paper giving voice to the oppressed.

Being the movement’s ‘vanguard paper’ but not belonging to a party or 
group, the Dwarf was to turn the movement into one that was ‘international-
ist, ag[g]ressive and united’. Whereas the bourgeois press – in the view of the 
underground press – defended capitalism using news and opinions, the Dwarf 
aimed at destroying capitalism using ‘the same weapons’: information and inter-
pretation. Th e Dwarf ‘should off end bourgeois sensibilities and appeal to young 
workers and students. It should write about struggles elsewhere in the world and 
relate them to struggles in Britain’.32 

Th e American Liberation News Service (LNS) also stressed the importance 
of new media for protest movements. LNS had been co-founded in 1967 by 
23-year-old Marshall Bloom. Bloom was the former president of the Students’ 
Union of the famous London School of Economics and Political Sciences (LSE). 
In 1967 he had been suspended for his role in protest demonstrations the year 
before. Having returned to the USA he set up LNS to serve as a press agency for 
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alternative newspapers.33 In March 1969, LNS stressed that underground papers 
often gave new radicals ‘a place to function in the movement’. In fact, ‘working 
for a paper can be a radicalizing experience in itself’. Furthermore, most alterna-
tive papers tried to create ‘a democratic work situation’, listing the editors either 
alphabetically or in random order ‘as part of an attempt to avoid establishing 
hierarchies of power’.34 Dwarf and Mole were perfect examples of this quest 
for equality in presenting the editors consequently as ‘Editorial and Production 
Group’ or ‘Editorial Group’ (later: ‘Board’).35

Both Dwarf and Mole were in many aspects typical examples of underground 
or alternative press, using colour, caricatures, comics, photos and poems to visu-
alize the print and thus distinguishing themselves from mainstream media. Red, 
white and black were the colours mostly used for the front pages, and among 
the graphic techniques were superimposition of pictures over print, collage and 
montage. Th e artistic appearance of both papers is illustrated by some caricatures 
– depicting politicians like Harold Wilson and Edward Heath36 – and by many 
impressive picture montages showing images of the Vietnam War,37 or of British 
soldiers in Northern Ireland (see Figures 2.1–2.3).38 

Many front pages were designed so that they could be used as posters (see 
Figure 2.4). 

‘Don’t demand, occupy’ – the front page headline of Dwarf issue no. 6, 
1968 – was so popular that students and young workers publicly displayed it 
at universities and factories.39 Furthermore, writers contributed poems to both 
papers and ‘much of the better writing in the movement papers refl ect[ed] the 
language of poetry – free, imaginative, unfettered, almost visual’.40 

Th e papers’ artistic appearance illustrates the intellectual and artistic abilities 
of the editors. Th eory was to be combined with action. ‘We were not academ-
ics’, Sheila Rowbotham recalls.41 In fact, the Dwarf’s editors understood the 
‘subversive potential of media texts’42 and aimed at representing the voice of the 
oppressed. Th e aim of giving fi rst-hand information on the Vietnam War and 
other confl icts in the world attracted many renowned artists and brilliant intel-
lectuals. Th e editorial boards of both the Dwarf and later the Mole were socially 
homogeneous, consisting predominantly of Oxford-educated intellectuals and 
artists. Th ey can roughly be divided into two generational groups. 

One group was composed of young dissenters in their mid-twenties, born 
in the 1940s. Among them were the journalist Tariq Ali (*1943 in Lahore), 
former president of the Oxford Students’ Union; the Indian-born economist 
Vinay Chand (*1945), who studied at the LSE from 1963 to 1968; the British 
sociologist Robin Blackburn (*1940), who taught at LSE until he was dis-
missed for his support of the LSE occupation in 1969; the Zimbabwean refugee 
Chenhamo Chimutengwende (*1943); the Irish political scientist Fred Halliday 
(1946–2010), who graduated from Oxford in 1967 and attended the London 
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in 1969; and British feminist 
Sheila Rowbotham (*1943), also an Oxford graduate, who was to publish her 
 infl uential pamphlet Women’s Liberation and the New Politics in 1969.43 
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Th e other group consisted of established artists aged about forty who were 
born between the late 1920s and early 1930s. Among them were poets like 
Adrian Mitchell (1932–2008) and Christopher Logue (1926–2011). Mitchell 
had been educated at Oxford and worked as a journalist before he became a 

Figure 2.1 Black Dwarf 14(15), 18 Apr 1969
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freelance author in 1959. His very fi rst volume of poems, Out Loud, gained 
him recognition as a persuasively original writer on social and political themes. 
Mitchell fi rst read his poem To Whom it may Concern, often referred to as Tell 
Me Lies, to CND marchers on Easter Day 1964. He said it was ‘not about 
the Vietnam war but about being in Britain during that war’.44 Christopher 

Figure 2.2 Black Dwarf 13(11), 14 Feb 1969
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Logue had taken part in CND’s fi rst Aldermaston march in 1958 and later 
joined Bertrand Russell’s ‘Committee of 100’. His poem I Shall Vote Labour 
of 1966 was a sarcastic mockery of Labour politics.45 Both poets were joined 
by the playwright David Mercer (1928–1980), the controversial but infl uential 

Figure 2.3 Red Mole 2(14), 14 Aug 1971
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theatre critic and writer Kenneth ‘Ken’ Tynan (1927–1980) and the abstract 
painter John Hoyland (1934–2011), whose 1967 solo retrospective exhibi-
tion at Whitechapel Gallery had already established him as a known abstract 
painter.46

To further assess the intellectual landscape of the editors, it is important to 
recall that the 1950s had already seen widespread protest. Th e fear of a nuclear 
war led to the creation of the Direct Action Committee Against Nuclear War 

Figure 2.4 Black Dwarf 13(6), 15 Oct 1968
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(DAC) in 1957 and of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) in 
1958. Th e New Left, established by socialist dissenters like Edward Palmer 
(‘E.P.’) Th ompson and Raymond Williams from the mid-1950s, advocated 
new forms of protest and transformation. Th e journal New Left Review (NLR), 
launched in 1960 as a merger of two earlier journals, immediately became the 
most infl uential organ of New Left thought. Even though the New Left served as 
‘CND’s think tank’,47 its rejection of traditional organizations made it diffi  cult 
to transform the CND into a more broad-based leftist movement.48 Hence a 
second New Left emerged, represented by NLR’s new editor, Perry Anderson, 
who criticized Th ompson’s approach to revolution and socialism. In particular 
he deplored the absence of both a revolutionary socialist movement in Britain 
and a revolutionary theory upon which such a movement could be built.49 
Gandhian thoughts on ‘direct action’ and ‘civil disobedience’ which had infl u-
enced the New Left and the CND movement50 also fascinated the paper’s edi-
tors and various activists.51 Consequently the Dwarf and the Mole called for 
action and focused on young intellectuals and anti-colonial movements as agents 
of social change. 

Th e editors aimed at embedding their new newspaper in the historic line of 
protest against oppression. Having refl ected on which historical radical news-
papers could be revived, they came across Th e Black Dwarf, published between 
1819 and 1828 by an early internationalist who encouraged his readers to sup-
port rebellions and uprisings in other countries – for example in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.52 Th e name was adopted and the new Dwarf was meant to 
continue the work of its predecessor. After some diffi  culties in fi nding a printing 
offi  ce, the fi rst edition was fi nally published on 1 June 1968.53

Th e transnational character of the Dwarf’s editorial board was due to the fact 
that its members formed a multi-national and multi-ethnic group. However, this 
group also deliberately acted in a transnational manner by establishing personal 
contacts with activists abroad and forming cross-border networks. Indeed, the 
1960s saw a lot of interaction and mutual intellectual infl uence. A transnational 
attitude – ‘internationalism’ was the term of the time – ‘was implicit and taken 
for granted’, as Rowbotham recalls in her memoirs. Foreign students brought 
‘information and radical ideas from their own milieux’ to Britain, and ‘friend-
ship and love aff airs’ frequently cemented the relations to other countries. Th is 
‘internationalism’ was ‘much more than an abstract political idea’.54 In fact, 
British students felt ‘they belonged to an international movement whose purpose 
was to change the world’.55

Th e International Vietnam Congress in West Berlin in February 1968 served 
as a catalyst of dissent and helped to spread forms of protest: ‘We learnt every-
thing in Berlin’, French activist Alain Krivine recalled in 2008.56 Th ree thou-
sand participants, among them Tariq Ali, Robin Blackburn, Daniel Bensaïd, 
Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, gathered in the divided city. 
Th e inspiring experience of collective public demonstration served as a model 
for VSC’s March demonstration in London, and infl uenced French protest 



Global Dimensions of Confl ict and Cooperation 45

which was to culminate in May 1968. Members of the American Students for 
a Democratic Society (SDS) met Karl Dietrich (‘KD’) Wolff , then chairman of 
the German Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund (also abbreviated SDS), 
and invited him to the USA.57 Symptomatic of the transnational ties that had 
been established was a television discussion broadcast on the BBC on 13 June 
1968 entitled Students in Revolt. Daniel Cohn-Bendit, K.D. Wolff  and Tariq Ali 
were among the participants, who met in London and presented themselves as 
members of a worldwide movement.58

It is important to stress that the personal relations not only transcended 
the national movements but were also promoted by internationally renowned 
scholars. As early as 1961/62, during his academic year in the USA, German 
activist Michael Vester established ties with American SDS and even drafted 
parts of the Port Huron Statement.59 According to him, the Polish philosopher 
Leszek Kołakowski, a famous scholar of Marxism who taught in Berkeley and 
Oxford after he had left Poland in 1968, was ‘one of our heroes’.60 Furthermore, 
Vester met Gareth Stedman Jones, a former CND activist and NLR author, in 
1963 and recalls having been infl uenced by British thinkers of the New Left. 
In contrast, Stedman Jones stresses the ‘tremendous infl uence of the Frankfurt 
School’.61 Like Marx, German-American philosopher and sociologist Herbert 
Marcuse regarded alienation and dehumanization as characteristics of capital-
ism. Placing his hope for change on outsiders and outcasts, Marcuse became one 
of the intellectual icons for students who themselves felt treated like outcasts. 
Between 1967 and 1969, Marcuse personally addressed student activists in New 
York, London, Berlin, Paris and elsewhere.62

Furthermore, Th e Black Dwarf’s offi  ce in Soho became a meeting point for 
activists travelling to the U.K. It also served as the provisional headquarter of 
the VSC in which Ali played a key role. Th us the Dwarf was also connected 
to this important British organization. When public panic grew with regard to 
the VSC demonstration planned for 27 October 1968, Scotland Yard searched 
the rooms. However, with over a hundred thousand participants, the October 
demonstration was the biggest protest against the Vietnam War and one of the 
biggest ever held in postwar Britain. A special edition of Th e Black Dwarf with 
a print of fi fty thousand copies was published on 27 October to support the 
action.63

In spite of this success, the Dwarf faced some diffi  culties. As lack of money 
was a general problem for the alternative papers,64 the Dwarf editors had to 
issue appeals for money and solicit donations to help to pay debts. Furthermore, 
printers in the London area refused to print the paper for political reasons, and 
thus sometimes forced the Dwarf to reduce its size. However, rumours that the 
Dwarf was to end were rejected by its editors in early 1969: ‘Black Dwarf is here 
to stay’.65

But there were frictions inside the editorial board. Since 1968 there had 
been six to eleven editors who generally disagreed on the organizational structure 
of the paper. Some of them, including Tariq Ali, were convinced that the Dwarf 
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needed an organization to survive. When the dissent grew, those who favoured 
organization – most of them being members or sympathizers of the International 
Marxist Group (IMG)66 – left the Dwarf and founded a new radical paper, 
called Th e Red Mole. Th e new paper was named after a quotation of Karl Marx 
in which he compared the revolution to a mole ‘who knows so well how to 
work underground, suddenly to appear’. Th e fi rst issue was published in March 
1970.67 Th e Mole’s editorial board was composed of (among others) Tariq Ali 
and Chenhamo Chimutengwende; the writer, scholar and activist Teresa Hayter 
(*1940); and the political scientist Peter Gowan (1946–2009), who met Ali 
through the VSC in 1968 and was, like him, a member of the IMG. Later Robin 
Blackburn joined them.68 Th e Mole’s board proved to be steadier, having ten to 
twelve editors until July 1972 and seven until it ceased to exist in 1973.69 Among 
the editors who continued to work for the Dwarf were Sheila Rowbotham, 
Vinay Chand, Fred Halliday and Adrian Mitchell, as well as the literary agent 
and television producer Clive Goodwin (1932–1977).70

In the fi rst issue of the Mole, the editors commented extensively on the
‘[p]olitical split of the Dwarf[’s] editorial board’ which had occurred ‘because 
it was impossible to achieve unity in action’. Th e new paper was to be ‘both a 
beginning and a continuation’. Red Mole was to ‘continue to refl ect all that was 
best in old Dwarf but it will be a much more politically consistent and coher-
ent paper than its predecessor’, the editors wrote. Regarding their quest for 
organization, they stated: ‘It was essential to hammer out a long-term political 
strategy for the Dwarf if it was to survive as a permanent and serious feature of 
the revolutionary left and not to disappear with the fi rst temporary downturn in 
activity’.71

According to the Mole’s editors, the Dwarf had been the voice of the extra-
parliamentary opposition but lacked any perspective besides giving information. 
In contrast, the Mole was ‘dedicated to intervening in the class struggle’. Being a 
‘revolutionary paper in [a] capitalist society’ that ‘give[s] a lead to militants’, the 
Mole was to represent a ‘revolutionary alternative’. Being not merely ‘a specta-
tor or a commentator’ but a ‘living part of that struggle’, the Mole was to be 
‘above all an organizing paper, which uses its contacts to build real political links 
between militants, to create the basis for an organization which both supports 
and is supported by the paper’.72 

From today’s perspective, the papers do not seem to be that dissimilar. 
However, the tactical question of organization was regarded to be of utmost 
importance by the Mole’s editors. In pointing out that an ‘organisational per-
spective’ was needed as well as ‘a strong link to revolutionary action’, they 
combined the Old Left’s preference for organization with the New Left’s focus 
on action. ‘Th e crying need of the left is to get organised’, they wrote. Th eir aim 
was to establish ‘Red Circles’ all over the country. Th ey were seen as the ‘frag-
ments that will one day join together to form the revolutionary party to make the 
revolution in Britain’.73
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Shaping a Global Perspective: Transnational Topics and 
National Effects 

From their very beginnings both radical newspapers, Dwarf and Mole, kept 
an entirely internationalist perspective on what was going on in the world. 
On the one hand this view was shaped by Trotskyite theory and followed the 
‘rediscovery of the international context as heritage of socialism’74 which had 
started in the late 1950s and early 1960s. On the other hand the transnational 
perspective was shaped by the very fact that the editorial board itself was transna-
tional. Almost naturally, Tariq Ali and Vinay Chand from Pakistan, Chenhamo 
Chimutengwende from Zimbabwe and Fred Halliday from Ireland kept per-
sonal links to their countries of origin. Editors and authors travelled not only 
to France and Germany75 but also to Vietnam, Pakistan and Northern Ireland, 
and reported directly from those countries.76 Due to Britain’s colonial heritage it 
seemed likely that both papers would focus on Asia and Africa where Britain had 
been a major force, and on Latin America. In May 1970 the Mole stressed that 
British imperialism had established ‘neo-colonialist forms of exploitation’ using 
economic and fi nancial power.77 

Th e transnational approach of the Dwarf was further underlined by reprint-
ing texts by foreign activists like Rudi Dutschke, Alberto Moravia, Alain Krivine 
and Ernest Mandel.78 In fact, the Dwarf’s transnational political contacts can 
best be illustrated by the special permission they got from the Cuban government 
to publish Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara’s diaries in a 24-page ‘Autumn Sixty Eight 
Special Issue’ of October 1968.79 Guevara, who had been killed in October 1967 
in Bolivia, was one of the international movement’s heroes. Th e Dwarf used 
the translation of Ramparts, an American New Left magazine, where the diaries 
had fi rst been published in English.80 Furthermore, many prominent fi gures 
from Britain contributed to the papers, like the famous peace activist and Nobel 
laureate Bertrand Russell, who published his political testament in the Dwarf 
in 1970,81 and John Lennon, who was interviewed by Tariq Ali and Robin 
Blackburn in the Mole in 1971.82 In the heyday of protest, the Dwarf covered 
unrest and protest ‘Across Five Continents in More Th an Th irty Countries’.83

Th us the papers were rethinking and re-linking Europe. Anti-imperialist 
liberation movements in Africa, Latin America and Asia were associated with 
Western emancipation movements. Whereas the ‘impulses of modernisation’ 
traditionally came from Europe, they were now imported from abroad. Th inking 
in global connections was a characteristic of transnationally oriented elites in all 
countries.84 Th e editors and the authors of the Dwarf and the Mole deliberately 
broadened the focus of their readers. Both papers reported on the Vietnam War 
and on confl icts in other world regions such as Palestine, Nigeria, Mozambique, 
Guinea and Angola.85

However, being the incarnation of U.S. imperialism, the Vietnam War and 
American war crimes were covered extensively. In particular the My Lai massacre 
of 16 March 1968 when U.S. troops killed hundreds of Vietnamese civilians and 
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the ‘Green Beret Aff air’ of July 1969 after American Special Forces shot a North 
Vietnamese double agent provoked international outrage.86 So did the secret 
bombing of Cambodia and Laos in 1969/70.87 Both papers, Dwarf and Mole, 
aimed at revealing the horrors of war to mobilize activists in Britain. 

Even though the brutality of the Vietnam War served as a catalyst and mobi-
lized many people, activist Peter Buchanan noted in October 1968 that ‘we have 
our own issues, as real, as pressing’.88 Refl ecting post-colonial developments and 
criticizing racial segregation in former colonies inevitably sharpened the view 
when analysing the situation of black immigrants at home. Racism was therefore 
not only a transnational topic but also one of the most important ‘own issues’ 
in Britain, due to new forms of ‘globalization’ that had started after the Second 
World War.89

To rebuild Britain after the Second World War, immigration from the 
colonies had been encouraged. Th e British Nationality Act of 1948 allowed all 
Commonwealth citizens free entry into Britain. However, mass immigration 
in the late 1950s was met with increasing racism and widespread discrimina-
tion against migrants. Race riots in Nottingham and West London as early as 
1958 indicated rising tensions in race relations.90 Th e government thus restricted 
immigration by passing the fi rst Commonwealth Immigration Act in February 
1962 and a second Act in 1968. Referring to race relations, James ‘Jim’ Callaghan, 
Home Secretary from 1967 to 1970, stated that Britain had ‘rarely faced an issue of 
greater social signifi cance for our country and children’.91

Eventually a new right-wing party was founded in February 1967, being a 
merger of several right-wing groups: the National Front (NF). Th e NF strongly 
rejected immigration and was thus attractive to many disenchanted Conservatives 
as well as to working-class people.92 Indeed, racism was of the utmost importance 
for Britain in the late 1960s. Yet in the context of globalization it may appear 
to be just another social response to decolonization and immigration; whereas 
transnational solidarity was the political task of the Left, xenophobia became a 
reaction of the Right.93 Even though racial prejudice was not limited to Britain, 
it was the U.K. where public racism was seen as a major social problem and thus 
had a direct impact on the protest movement. 

Th e fi ght against racism in Britain was a mobilizing factor comparable to 
the American or South African fi ght against racial segregation. Th e fact that 
anti-racist protests were triggered by linking post-colonial structures in Africa to 
xenophobia at home can best be illustrated by looking at the famous LSE, where 
the appointment of Dr Walter Adams from University College, Rhodesia as new 
director evoked student unrest in 1966/67.94 Critical students could not ignore 
the apartheid policy in countries like South Africa and Rhodesia. Consequently 
LSE’s Socialist Society publicly stated that Adams was ‘not a suitable person to 
be placed in charge of any higher education. Nor, especially, is he suitable as the 
Director of a multi-racial college like LSE’.95

To prevent a supposedly racist person from becoming head of a liberal univer-
sity, the students raised the question of student participation and representation 
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and so the ‘troubles’ began. Students at Leeds, Essex and Warwick universities 
also linked internal issues like university governance with greater issues like 
racism, apartheid, nuclear weapons and Vietnam.96 Th e fact that many student 
leaders were foreigners – for example, Oxford graduate Tariq Ali, who supported 
the university’s anti-apartheid group 1963 to 1965, as well as LSE students 
David Adelstein from South Africa and Marshall Bloom from the USA – led 
to a certain sensitivity towards xenophobia among activists. Th e very fact that 
foreign agitators were blamed by the press in almost every country97 strengthens 
the argument that, in addition to local activists, transnational connections and 
networks were important for the global scale of protests. However, in Britain, 
outspoken xenophobia was deliberately used by the press to delegitimize the pro-
tests, making ‘foreign scum’ the most commonly used insult by British media.98

At the beginning of 1968, up to one thousand Kenyan Asians holding 
British passports were arriving in Britain each month. Th erefore a second 
Commonwealth Immigration Act was discussed. With opinion polls show-
ing that 72 per cent supported the act, conservative politicians played the race 
card, and Conservative MP John Enoch Powell soon became the mouthpiece 
of British racism. In 1968 even the NF ‘gained credibility because of Powell’s 
warnings’.99 He demanded to reduce the ‘alien element’ in Britain otherwise 
the country would face bloody riots.100 Politicians and some media were upset 
but Powell was also praised, receiving some forty-fi ve thousand positive letters. 
London dockers and meat packers even publicly supported him.101 Th ese reac-
tions show that chauvinism and racism were indeed, as Tariq Ali put it, the two 
‘vulnerable points’ of the British working class.102

Consequently, the Dwarf’s pre-issue of May Day 1968 directly referred to 
Powell’s speech and the reactions among workers it had caused. Working-class 
support for Powell was criticized but also taken as an example ‘that it’s easy for 
upper-class racists to brainwash the most backward and mean-minded elements 
of the working class into a hideous mob’.103 Th e back side of the pre-issue 
featured a photo of Powell with an SS cap, and describing him as the ‘declared 
enemy of the working class’ (E.P. Th ompson).104 Fighting racism remained one 
of the most important issues in the Dwarf and later the Mole.105 Both papers 
described xenophobia and racial prejudice as being prevalent among workers, 
trade unionists and policemen. Racism and politicians like Powell were pre-
sented as ‘symptoms of the decay of British capitalism’. Th erefore fi ghting capi-
talism meant ‘combat[ing] racism’ and that meant solidarity with the oppressed 
at home and abroad.106

Th is entanglement can best be illustrated by the Ulster confl ict that became 
the other ‘national’ issue of the British protest movement in 1968. Th e emer-
gence of a civil rights movement in Northern Ireland in the wake of global pro-
tests began with the foundation of the Northern Irish Civil Rights Association 
(NICRA) in January 1967. Initially the movement demanded ‘British rights 
for British citizens’ – freedom of speech and assembly as well as an end of all 
discrimination.107 When no success was in sight and a civil rights march in 
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Derry108 was violently dispersed by police on 5 October 1968, the suppression 
of Irish Catholics became a public issue and British sovereignty over Ulster was 
soon to be questioned. Th e NICRA aligned itself with People’s Democracy 
(PD), founded in 1968 by students in Belfast when ‘[t]he French May was 
still fresh in our minds’, as PD leader Michael Farrell recalls.109 Both organiza-
tions were strongly infl uenced by the American Civil Rights Movement and the 
Black Panthers.110 Th e fact that the Northern Irish movement was perceived as 
transnational can best be illustrated by a Protestant Ulster MP who lamented 
in October 1968 that ‘these sort of people’ work ‘all over the globe and much 
nearer home, at Grosvenor Square in London, in Paris, Dublin and now in 
Londonderry’.111

Young Irish activist Bernadette Devlin, elected Member of Parliament in 
April 1969, sought to put pressure on the British government by giving speeches 
in Britain and setting up the Irish Civil Rights Solidarity Campaign, inspired 
by the VSC. English and Irish activists cooperated and communicated across 
the borders of Ulster.112 Th e Dwarf fully supported them. After the deploy-
ment of British troops in August 1969, the journal compared the confl ict in 
Northern Ireland to the struggles for freedom elsewhere in the world.113 Heavy 
fi ghts in Derry in August 1969, followed by violent outbursts in Belfast which 
left seven people killed and a hundred wounded,114 marked a turning point in 
the perception of the struggle. Th e Dwarf and the Mole now interpreted it as 
a regional version of the global campaign for freedom and liberation.115 Th e 
British suppression of protests culminated in the so-called ‘Bloody Sunday’ on 
30 January 1972 when British troops shot twenty-seven protesters in Derry, kill-
ing half of them. One day later the Mole featured a four pages ‘Bloody Sunday 
Special Edition’ demanding to ‘avenge Derry’ and calling for a demonstration at 
Downing Street.116 

In defi ning British policy in Ulster as a ruthless form of British imperialism 
as well as internal colonialism, the Dwarf and the Mole eff ectively changed the 
perception of the ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland. Solidarity with the Irish quest 
for self-determination thus became a major topic. Freedom and self-determina-
tion were – like racism – transnational issues that were turned into a national 
challenge. 

Linking ‘Peripheries’ with ‘Centres’: Transnational Cooperation 
and Solidarity

In October 1968 the front page of the Dwarf’s special edition featured Che 
Guevara’s famous picture taken by Cuban photographer Alberto Korda in 1960 
(see Figure 2.5). Th e Italian publisher and activist Giangiacomo Feltrinelli had 
brought two prints to Europe in 1967, where Che’s picture was transformed 
into a red and black coloured poster – making him a pop icon ever since (see 
Figure 2.6).117 Th e Argentinean revolutionary who had fought together with 
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Figure 2.5 Black Dwarf 68 (Special Issue), 8/9 Oct 1968
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Fidel Castro in Cuba embodied ‘the internationalist spirit which characterizes 
the world today and which will do so even tomorrow’, Castro wrote in the text 
reprinted in the Dwarf’s Special Issue: ‘Few times in history, or perhaps never, 
has a fi gure, a name, an example been so universalized’.118

Indeed it was Cuba that served as a universal model for successfully reaching 
liberty and socialism. According to Tariq Ali, the Cuban revolution had inspired 
a lasting ‘spirit of internationalism’.119 Presenting revolutionaries like Che as 

Figure 2.6 Poster: Che Guevara (ca. 1967). By permission Deutsches Plakatmuseum im 
Museum Folkwang, Essen (In.-No. 14723)
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role models was combined with an analysis of the tasks and actions of liberation 
movements in various world regions, to see what could be learned from them. 
Th erefore reports from China, Pakistan, Nigeria, Mexico, Venezuela, Argentina 
and Brazil fi lled the Dwarf as well as the Mole.120 Th is approach was new. It 
emerged because mass media, new ways of communication and a rising fre-
quency of personal encounters between people from diff erent countries facili-
tated the fl ow of political ideas. Like the migration of people, the fl ow of ideas 
was equally reversed after the Second World War.121 Immigrants and students 
from the Commonwealth who came to work or study in Britain infl uenced 
British activists ‘in terms of both content and forms of protest’. A transnational 
exchange of ideas and political views helped to establish cross-border networks 
based on ‘communications between a wide range of activists within and beyond 
Europe’.122

Th e traditional diff erentiation between centres and peripheries in the world 
was changed such that liberation movements abroad came to be presented as 
positive examples from which to learn at home. In other words, the quest for 
transnational solidarity implied a shift from the geopolitical distinction between 
‘centres’ and ‘peripheries’ to a ‘global’ approach of defi ning and reinterpreting 
developments. Th us the traditional view that the Commonwealth consisted of 
Britain as the dominant centre, with former colonies as dependent peripheries, 
was challenged as much as the common assumption that the United Kingdom 
was formed by England as the centre with Wales, Scotland and Ireland as 
dependent peripheries.123

Covering, for example, the Cuban revolution, African liberation and the 
Chinese Cultural Revolution, the Dwarf and the Mole reversed the traditional 
export of European ideas to other continents and imported the views of Castro, 
Che Guevara and Mao Zedong to Britain. In 1970 the Dwarf recalled Mao’s 
invocations of the ‘spirit of the Paris commune’ and stated that the successful 
Tet off ensive of the Vietnamese ‘had inspired the French students in May 1968’. 
Th us the Paris May events ‘symbolized the fact that the revolution had leapt 
back to Europe’.124 In fact, in the mid-1960s, ‘the outside world broke in’.125 
Th e climate created by the American civil rights movement, ANC resistance 
to apartheid in South Africa, and revolting students all over Europe made the 
injustices that had been accepted for so long become intolerable. 

‘Th e revolutions in China and Cuba’, Tony Judt put it ironically, ‘were 
invested with all the qualities and achievements so disappointingly lacking in 
Europe’. Th e peasant revolutions in the non-European world attracted Western 
intellectuals and students for their anti-imperialist spirit, their anti-colonial pur-
pose and their ‘liberating violence’.126 Although neither the Dwarf nor the Mole 
explicitly advocated violence, the British protesters’ attitude towards violence 
was similarly ambivalent to that of their counterparts in France and Germany. 
Tariq Ali recalls that the demand for solidarity did not include violent actions 
in Britain,127 but the front page of the Dwarf’s August 1969 issue featured a 
Molotov cocktail ready to be thrown (see Figure 2.7).128
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Figure 2.7 Black Dwarf 14(21), 30 Aug 1969
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Being disappointed with the fragmented British movement which was ‘sin-
gularly unable to fi ll the political vacuum’, Ali and Halliday called for organi-
zation because large numbers of young activists had been mobilized, but no 
immediate perspective could be off ered to them except reading Th e Black Dwarf 
and taking part in demonstrations.129 In February 1969, Ali took up the issue of 
organization, pointing out what could be learned from the Pakistani movements. 
According to him, mutual support of workers and students had been signifi cant 
in Pakistan. However, Ali stated, the ‘strength of the upsurge – its immediate 
and spontaneous character – was also its chief weakness’. Stressing the need for a 
‘well-disciplined, organised Socialist Workers and Peasants Party’ in Pakistan,130 
he concluded with regard to Britain that organization is vital for every protest 
movement. 

About a year later, the question of organization caused a split in the editorial 
board. However, there was also dissent about the question of how critically lib-
eration movements should be presented. In November 1969 a Dwarf article on 
the South African liberation movement, the African National Congress (ANC), 
revealed the corruption of ANC leaders. Four members of the editorial board131 
publicly dissociated themselves from that article, which contained ‘unsubstanti-
ated and . . . unverifi able’ criticism. Th ey generally rejected that a socialist paper 
‘spends more energy attacking anti-imperialist organizations than it does attack-
ing the imperialists’.132 Tariq Ali replied and expressed his view that informing 
about the ANC’s ‘corruption, nepotism and terroristic methods’ was necessary 
because ‘no solidarity movement [could] be built on myths’.133

To him and others, the basis of international solidarity had to be a true 
analysis of strengths and weaknesses of movements abroad and at home. It was 
further necessary not only to criticize the United States but to link American 
aggression with British imperialism. Worldwide exploitation and international 
solidarity were to be seen as two sides of a coin. In October 1968, Peter Buchanan 
formulated: ‘International solidarity demands that we protest as violently as we 
are able over British complicity in the American repression’.134 VSC consistently 
attacked Wilson and his government over Vietnam. Every issue of the VSC 
Bulletin contained a special section presenting various ways of ‘British complic-
ity’, and demanding solidarity with the oppressed and exploited countries.135

But what did transnational solidarity actually mean? On the one hand, 
it meant adopting successful forms of action. When the Dwarf demanded in 
February 1969: ‘Create two, three, many LSEs’,136 it linked the occupation of 
universities with Che Guevara’s earlier demand to create ‘many Vietnams’.137 
On the other hand, solidarity meant active involvement. In February 1969, for 
example, the Dwarf called for welcoming a Vietnamese student delegation at 
Heathrow. A demonstration was planned to criticize the Labour government’s 
policy of refusing visas for NLF representatives.138

Even though the Dwarf and the Mole were distributed to workers and 
miners as well, they were essentially the projects of intellectuals and artists. Th e 
journals did not achieve student–worker unity on a broad scale and they were 
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unable to present a clear guideline for active solidarity. Consequently the paper’s 
quest for transnational solidarity and worldwide revolution was sometimes criti-
cized as ‘inchoate “revolutionism”’.139 However, their lasting eff ect is that both 
newspapers encouraged transnational ‘interaction’ as well as national ‘action’ by 
providing information on liberation and protest movements in countries around 
the world. In doing so, both papers helped in creating a ‘solidarity movement’140 
in Britain, and indeed ‘changed minds, and lives’.141

If one bears in mind the astonishingly persistent narrative that ‘Britain 
sat on the sidelines of ’68’,142 facing only politically insignifi cant unrest, the 
various transnational connections of the British movement (re-)presented by 
the Dwarf and the Mole are remarkable. Diff erences among protesters or a lack 
of ‘consensus on what the protests were about’ do not necessarily make it ‘dif-
fi cult to identify the existence of a genuinely global force of change’.143 Indeed 
the local factors of protest do not suffi  ciently explain the ‘global phenomenon’ 
(Immanuel Wallerstein) of 1968. Th e analysis of the Dwarf and the Mole proves 
that the late 1960s saw three ideological shifts: fi rstly, from the classical revolu-
tionary subject – the proletariat – to new revolutionary actors such as the youth 
or oppressed minorities all over the world; secondly, from the dogma of one 
single organization to a ‘multiplicity of organisations, each representing a dif-
ferent group or a diff erent tonality, loosely linked in some kind of alliance’; and 
thirdly, from the aim to achieve power in individual nation-states consecutively, 
beginning with advanced capitalist countries, to a decentralized approach calling 
for permanent global revolution, synchronized between the West and formerly 
peripheral regions.144

Th e anti-colonial struggles and the protest movements of the late 1960s 
formed ‘transnational political solidarities’. Political issues, promoted world-
wide by intellectuals and alternative media, helped to create ‘transnational 
political spheres’ in which international and internal political transformation 
entangled.145 Th e transnational ‘discourse community’ (David Apter) led to an 
early form of what today is called ‘network society’,146 based on communica-
tion. If Marxism itself can be called a ‘utopia of globalisation’,147 the quest for 
transnational solidarity infl uenced by the New Left deserves this label all the 
more. From the ‘[p]erspective of globalisation’,148 both alternative periodicals, 
Dwarf and Mole, presented and represented the global dimension of confl ict and 
cooperation. 

Conclusion

Th e 1960s were ‘an intensely signifi cant decade’149 with regard to public aware-
ness and politics, even in Britain. Analysis of two important alternative newspa-
pers, Th e Black Dwarf and Th e Red Mole, shows that the common notion that 
Britain faced primarily social and cultural changes around 1968 is to be revised. 
In fact, Britain saw a rising public awareness of transnational and national issues 
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that were considered politically or socially important. Often they were entan-
gled. Racism and apartheid in former colonies, for example, increased sensitivity 
towards domestic nationalism and xenophobia, but also linked British impe-
rialism abroad to the suppression of minorities at home. Th e Vietnam War 
exemplifi ed imperialism and neo-colonialism, and mobilized more people for 
protest than ever before in 1968. However, liberation movements in developing 
countries and the American Civil Rights Movement also triggered protest in 
Britain, which was intensifi ed by national issues like student unrest, anti-racism 
and the Ulster confl ict. 

Th e British protest movement may have been smaller than in other countries 
but it was by no means less political. Growing dissatisfaction with conventional 
media and a certain global responsibility led young activists like Tariq Ali, Vinay 
Chand and Sheila Rowbotham, as well as established artists like Fred Halliday, 
Christopher Logue and Adrian Mitchell to establish journals diff ering greatly 
from conventional media. Here lies the fundamental and lasting importance of 
Th e Black Dwarf and Th e Red Mole. Being part of the counterculture, they were 
non-state organs which published news to counterbalance the commercial press 
and present information which mass media omitted. Th ey quickly became the 
leading periodicals of British counterculture and aimed at changing common 
perceptions. 

Th e editorial boards of the Dwarf and the Mole were socially homogeneous 
but, with editors of Pakistani, Rhodesian, English or Irish origin, they were also 
nationally and ethnically diverse and thus transnational themselves. Furthermore 
the editors formed cross-border alliances with activists from France, Germany, 
the USA and other countries, and invited prominent political thinkers to con-
tribute to the papers. Th e Dwarf and the Mole equally focused on national 
and transnational issues. Th e legacy of the British Empire and the existing 
Commonwealth almost necessarily broadened the focus of the papers. Using 
fi rst-hand information from other world regions, printing interviews with artists 
and musicians and reprinting important essays from famous foreign dissidents, 
both papers formed a transnational ‘discourse community’ and encouraged 
global networking. 

Th e Dwarf’s and Mole’s fi ght against Western neo-imperialist exploitation at 
home and abroad combined Trotsky’s concept of permanent revolution beyond 
nation-states with the New Left’s global focus on students, minorities and lib-
eration movements. Th e 1960s confl icts in Latin America, Asia and Africa gave 
protest movements in Western Europe not only a common enemy – U.S. impe-
rialism and capitalism – but also new models of successful resistance: China, 
Cuba, Vietnam and later Northern Ireland. 

Given that the Dwarf and the Mole led to transnational coverage of new 
intensity and range between 1968 and 1973 it may be appropriate to call ‘1968’ 
in Britain a ‘revolution of perception’ (Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey). Breaking with ‘all 
previous forms of politics’, people came to a ‘new way of seeing’.150 Given that 
indeed none of the European governments ‘succeeded in returning to pre-1968 
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“stability”’, the year 1968 marked a ‘turning point for the rulers and the ruled’ 
and saw – at least in activists’ eyes – ‘the rebirth of revolutionary socialism in 
Europe’.151

Th e transnational dimension of global protest was triggered by a ‘collective 
protest identity’, which was based on common cultural and political convictions, 
and intensifi ed by a ‘global media discourse’152 to which the Dwarf and the Mole 
contributed. Underground journalism was ‘part of an alternative “multi-media 
insurgency”’153 that chronicled the rise and decline of the movements. As a 
phenomenon of the 1960s it was generally short lived. By 1973 many papers 
ceased to exist.154 Yet underground media like the Dwarf and the Mole helped 
‘to engender a distinct sense of community that emerged in the mid-1960s’155 
and shaped the quest for transnational solidarity in Britain. 
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Dieter Kunzelmann and the Origins of German
Anti-Zionism during the Late 1960s

Aribert Reimann

Th e role of internationalism in the transformation of oppositional protest during 
the 1960s hardly needs to be emphasized any further. Collective memory as well 
as picture archives of the late 1960s are dominated by icons of international revo-
lutionary movements and their leaders, and the self-image of the protest genera-
tion has always been one of exceptional international awareness and worldwide 
oppositional networking. In this sense, the protest movements across the globe 
since the 1960s can be regarded as a prime example of a revolution of perceptions 
in political as well as social and cultural terms, sometimes compared to the ‘peo-
ples’ spring’ of 1848 when the radical internationalism of the post- Napoleonic 
generation challenged the status quo throughout Europe.1 During the 1960s, 
oppositional perceptions of Vietnam, Latin America and Africa became a key 
feature in the political doctrines of the New Left in Western Europe and the 
United States, and served as a touchstone for the politics of protest and subver-
sion along the lines of ‘international solidarity’.2 Much of  this oppositional 
interest survived into the following decades in the form of solidarity committees, 
trade co-operatives and cultural internationalism, and can be regarded as one of 
the lasting and celebrated achievements of a protest movement which, after all, 
aimed at revolutionizing political consciousness and political culture.

However, one aspect of this revolutionary internationalism, though it fi g-
ured prominently during the late 1960s, has been remembered only reluctantly 
and, in Germany at least, remains something of an embarrassment, if not an out-
right scandal among veterans and commentators alike: the protest movement’s 
support for the Palestinian cause in the wake of Israel’s Six-Day War against its 
Arab neighbours in June 1967. Th e coalition of Western left-wing protesters and 
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Palestinian liberation groups quickly produced a new ingredient for revolution-
ary internationalism: anti-Zionism or, as the New Left’s opponents perceived 
it, a new variety of left-wing anti-Semitism.3 While during 1967/68 this new 
alliance never moved beyond paying revolutionary lip service at solidarity meet-
ings and in related publications, the following year of 1969 saw a dramatic 
turn of events which culminated in the fi rst direct contacts between Palestinian 
guerrilla groups and members of the increasingly militant West German sub-
versive underground. A number of leading left-wing activists from Germany 
underwent military training with Palestinian units in the Jordanian desert, and 
returned with the ideological baggage of militant Anti-Zionism. Since then, the 
so-called ‘Palestine Connection’ fi gured as one of the main logistical founda-
tions of German left-wing terrorism during the 1970s, culminating in the RAF/
PFLP (West German Red Army Faction / Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine) cooperation in October 1977, the so-called ‘German autumn’.4 Both 
the origins and the legacy of this logistical connection had already been the 
topic of Stefan Aust’s best-selling account Th e Baader-Meinhof-Complex of 1988, 
which many years later has now been turned into a blockbuster feature fi lm.5 
But it was not until 2005, when Wolfgang Kraushaar published his investiga-
tive study of the failed bomb attack on the Jewish community centre in West 
Berlin in 1969, that the anti-Zionist signature of German left-wing extrem-
ism took centre stage in the discussion of left-wing radicalism since 1968.6 
Kraushaar maintained that the original motive for left-wing militancy since 1968 
had been anti-Semitic from the start, and that the origins of German postwar 
terrorism can be understood along the lines of a specifi cally German ‘guilt-
denying anti-Semitism’ (Schuldabwehr-Antisemitismus). In essence, his analysis 
resulted in the claim that the most radical parts of the protest generation of 1968 
had – in a mysterious, subconscious process of inadvertent cultural appropria-
tion – reproduced the right-wing anti-Semitism of their parents’ generation of 
Nazi followers, and therefore fallen into the same ideological pitfalls as had the 
interwar youth movements that were heavily infl uenced by the anti-Semitism of 
the German Conservative Revolution of that time.7 Other commentators, such 
as Micha Brumlik, extended this argument towards a radical indictment of the 
political left in general and went as far as to claim a continuous and inextricable 
connection between left-wing political thought and anti-Semitism since the days 
of Utopian French Socialism during the early nineteenth century.8 Th e anti-
capitalist revival among the New Left of the 1960s, so he argued, had inherited a 
tradition of anti-Semitic resentment towards capitalism, and hostility against the 
state of Israel was therefore to be understood as a direct result of the quintessen-
tially anti-Semitic character of Socialist thought. Instead of entering this highly 
charged ideological debate about the nature and characteristics of left-wing pro-
test and its metaphysical implications, a close reading of the chronology of events 
as well as the contemporary arguments on both sides of the political confl ict may 
yield a better historical understanding of the origins of left-wing anti-Zionism 
and its political implications.
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A Close Chronological Analysis

Th e chronology of the emergence of the pro-Palestinian solidarity movement 
among German students suggests no long-term agenda of left-wing anti- 
Semitism among the New Left. Subversive radicalism as it was conceived by 
the anti-authoritarian fringe of student politics during the mid-1960s did not 
pick up anti-Semitic undertones from the early socialist thought that was then 
fashionable, but instead was acutely aware of the legacy of Nazism among the 
political elites of the Federal Republic. As far as revolutionary internationalism 
was concerned, the focus of attention remained on Cuba, Africa and – above 
all – Vietnam.

Until 1967, the canonized subversive literature contained only a short refer-
ence to the situation in the Middle East in Guevara’s famous Letter to OSPAAAL, 
the Havana conference of 1966, which had been translated and provided with a 
commentary by Rudi Dutschke and Gaston Salvatore in the following year:

Th e Middle East . . . fi nds itself in utmost tension. It is impossible to foresee which 
direction this Cold War between Israel, supported by the imperialists, and the progressive 
nations of the region may take. Th e Middle East is another one of the volcanoes 
threatening the world.9

Until the Six-Day War of June 1967, this inconspicuous remark by the revered 
revolutionary idol had passed largely unnoticed, although Moshe Dayan’s visit 
to South Vietnam had not. For the time being, Israel remained just one of 
many U.S. allies which the radical left wing of the German student movement 
certainly identifi ed as part of the ‘imperialist camp’ but which necessitated no 
special attention.10

Th is relative lack of interest came to an abrupt end during the fi rst week of 
June 1967. It is important to establish a day-to-day chronology of the course 
of events, above all in West Berlin, in order to locate the emerging anti-Zionist 
sentiment among the German protest movement. At fi rst, the mounting tension 
between Israel and its neighbours only trickled into German student politics 
during the last week of May. After the Egyptian blockade of the Tiran Straits 
on 23 May, the Arab Student Union in West Berlin issued a propaganda leafl et 
which, in tune with the prevailing Arab political discourse, characterized the 
‘establishment of “Israel” as a launchpad for imperialist actions against the Arabs’. 
Israel’s raison d’être was labelled as ‘the racist ideology of National Zionism’ – a 
term that skilfully evoked German associations with ‘National Socialism’, even 
though the Arab Student Union was careful not to touch the raw nerve of the 
unresolved legacy of the Nazi era in German society directly. Th e text of the 
leafl et culminated in a statement that sounded as profound as it was vague: 
‘Peace in the Middle East can only be secured by eliminating the reasons for it 
being threatened and by restoring the lawful state of aff airs in Palestine’.11 Th e 
Arab Student Union was no more specifi c as to what precisely the notion of the 
‘lawful state of aff airs’ was meant to refer.12
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Such statements provoked a reaction from among German-Jewish and 
Christian groups of intellectuals. On 31 May an appeal to the public by the 
Committee of Jewish Student Organizations posed the question of ‘the moral 
duty of the world and therefore the German students’ with regard to the crisis in 
the Middle East. Th e authors warned against ‘parroting Communist arguments’ 
if support for Israel would be denied ‘just because the U.S. might step in on the 
Israeli side’. To condemn genocide in Vietnam, they argued, would have to be 
accompanied by a rejection of Nasser’s rhetoric of annihilation, and they asked 
the students for unconditional support for Israel’s right to exist.13 In a similar 
vein, the German-Israeli Society launched an appeal for donations which was 
signed by leading Social Democrats, the writer Günter Grass, the rector of the 
Free University Joachim Lieber, and others:

‘We cannot remain silent, while the Israeli nation is being threatened with genocide. 
Th e state of Israel is the last refuge for many people who have their origins in our country 
and narrowly escaped the genocide instigated by Germans against European Jewry.’

Th e signatories – utilizing a vocabulary which, like the Arab Student Union’s 
a few days earlier, evoked memories of Nazi crimes – called for solidarity ‘with 
all who are to be incinerated by bombs and missiles or to be exterminated by 
hunger’. In their view, it was the task of the young generation to expose the way 
in which ‘the mighty of the world artifi cially create hotspots of crisis’. In both 
parts of Germany the young generation was called upon to unite in support of 
Israel.14 Christian student organizations and the Aktion Sühnezeichen joined 
such eff orts, asked for donations and advertised voluntary work placements in 
Israel. At the beginning of June, in academic circles and among the still nascent 
extra-parliamentary opposition of West Germany, the prevailing attitude towards 
the Middle East was still dominated by postwar intellectual philo- Semitism, but 
the discussion appears to have been limited to those who displayed a personal or 
historical interest. For the time being, they represented a minority.

When, on 3 June, Günter Grass joined the Students’ General Meeting at the 
Free University of Berlin to campaign on behalf of the appeal of the German-
Israeli Society, he encountered a diff erent political atmosphere altogether. Th e 
previous day, Benno Ohnesorg, a student of German literature at the Free 
University, had been shot dead at point-blank range by a Berlin police offi  cer 
after a day of student protest against a state visit of Shah Reza Pahlavi of Iran. 
Th e peaceful demonstrators had not only encountered brutal police assaults but 
were also attacked by a contingent of the Iranian secret police who were let loose 
on the students under the sympathetic eyes of the West Berlin police.15 Th e 
Students’ General Meeting had been scheduled for 3 June as a regular student 
body meeting, but now it turned into an occasion of mourning and agitated 
outrage. Many of those present had been brutally attacked and beaten by the 
police, and the mood of the meeting was not helped by the fact that during 
the night the city mayor, Heinrich Albertz, had endorsed the police’s actions 
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and the conservative mass circulation papers of the Springer publishing house 
were blaming ‘student terror’ for the death of Ohnesorg. Many interpreted the 
police action as a rehearsal for measures that would be facilitated by the proposed 
changes to the German constitution to enable emergency laws under a pos-
sible state of siege (Notstandsgesetze), and the military coup in Greece in April 
 suggested an ominous blueprint for such authoritarian measures.16

Th e Shah had become the target for student protest because of the dep-
rivation and oppression faced by his own people, while Iran held some of the 
richest oil reserves in the world and – as an important U.S. ally in the region – 
 maintained staggeringly high levels of military armaments. On this 3 June 1967, 
the student opposition in West Germany believed itself to be faced with a con-
sistent ‘imperialist’ front which manifested itself in worldwide U.S. hegemony, 
the war in Vietnam, the authoritarian regime in Iran, the military coup in the 
NATO member state Greece, German plans to introduce a contingency consti-
tution for emergency measures, and most recently the outrageous police brutal-
ity in Berlin which aimed at suppressing any protest against these scandalous 
political facts – even at the cost of a student’s life. Th e perceived omnipresence 
of this multifaceted machinery of Western (i.e. capitalist) hegemony across the 
globe as well as on the doorsteps of the Free University in West Berlin may 
easily have contributed to a slightly paranoid notion of ‘Western imperialism’ 
which, for Berlin students, had become a matter of life and death overnight. 
International solidarity, at this moment, had taken on a very tangible meaning, 
and within hours many students were won over to the cause of radical left-wing 
politics of protest. When Günter Grass proposed a motion calling for solidarity 
with Israel, he was defeated by a plenary vote.17 Th is was less an expression of the 
supposed long-standing traditions of anti-Semitism in left-wing politics than the 
result of a sudden shift of priorities in favour of the victims of the U.S.-led mili-
tary hegemony of Western capitalism. Th e mainstream of philo-Semitism, which 
had so far marked student politics during the 1960s, had not been replaced by 
anti-Semitism, but by an unconditional solidarity with Arab anti-Americanism, 
even though few of those present may have had any clear idea of the situation 
in the Middle East. Any allies of the United States, however, were from now on 
regarded with the utmost suspicion, to say the least. Among the most radical 
student groups, this new set of priorities could take on a rather vicious guise of 
radical anti-Zionism. Ulrich Enzensberger was among the subversive anarchists 
of the Berlin Commune and remembers group discussions during the time of the 
Six-Day War with disarming honesty:

Among the Berlin communards, too, voices were raised that cast doubt over Israel’s right 
to exist, and this was no less abominable than the collective hoorays of West German 
ex-Nazis who in this way wanted to smudge over the issue of German guilt of the mass-
murder of six million Jews and many more millions of other victims of German National 
Socialism, while they were dreaming of the German borders of 1937. Th e unfathomable 
German crimes against humanity started to vanish from our souls, too.18
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Indeed, the West German press had reacted to the swift Israeli victory with 
praise for Israel’s ‘Blitzkrieg’, regarded Moshe Dayan as a ‘second Rommel’, 
and commented on German blood donations for Israel: ‘Aryan Blood runs for 
the Jews’.19 Among the more critical commentators of current aff airs, Sebastian 
Haff ner took up a fi gurative way of speaking that had been utilized in similar 
fashion by Isaac Deutscher in an interview for the New Left Review.20 While the 
recent police brutality in Berlin reminded him of pogroms staged by the SA, 
Haff ner employed a controversial formula that emphasized a neutral point of 
view which came to be seen as essentially a pro-Arab statement.

When a group of shipwrecked people are forcing their way into a lifeboat that is already 
occupied, one cannot condemn them for that; but when the original occupants then 
want to throw them back into the ocean, one cannot condemn them for that either. No 
one has less of a right to do so than those who are responsible for the ship going down in 
the fi rst place.21

Th is line of argument resulted in the formula of the Palestinians as the ‘the 
victims’ victims’, implying a special German responsibility for the fate of 
Palestinian refugees, which circulated among left-wing opposition groups for 
several decades.

It was for the anarchist circle of the Berlin Commune to develop this 
theme further and to include anti-Zionism in their arsenal of subversive provo-
cations. By July, the group had been charged with incitement to arson after 
they had published a series of leafl ets containing satirical variations of the mass 
media coverage of the fatal Brussels department store blaze in April. During 
the trial, Fritz Teufel – by that time the most prominent fi gure of the group 
– was asked in court about the alleged complacency and self-righteousness of 
German society which the group claimed to campaign against. Teufel used 
the Middle East as a backdrop for his satirical talent when he explained with 
a straight face:

Th e Germans are a democratic, freedom-loving, industrious little people. Sure, they have 
killed a lot of Jews, but in return German weapons are now being used to kill Arabs – that 
is a way of making good (Wiedergutmachung). It is like this: the more black or yellow 
people are dying like dogs down there, the better it is for us.

Visibly shocked, the judge enquired whether he was serious, which prompted 
laughter from among the audience while Teufel maintained his stance: ‘Sure, 
certainly!’22 Th e subversive radicals of the Berlin Commune developed anti- 
Zionism into a rhetorical weapon against what they perceived as the guilt- denying 
philo-Semitism of the German media and the political and administrative estab-
lishment which, after all, contained a high proportion of former Nazi party 
members. Th eir target was the perceived hypocrisy of German political dis-
course, which appeared to promote public support for the Israeli cause as a cover 
for a lack of self-critical reckoning with the legacy of the Nazi era. Far from 
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buying into a subconscious tradition of German anti-Semitism, the subversive-
radical faction of the protest movement openly rejected the legacy of (and the 
responsibility for) the Nazi past, while accusing the older generation of historical 
and political double standards. 

During the summer of 1967, the Middle East developed into a standard 
theme of student radicalism. International confl icts took up a large part of dis-
cussions as well as protest activities, and in September the Middle East fi gured 
– alongside the military coup in Greece – as one of the main discussion items 
for the 22nd Delegate Conference of the Socialist Student League (SDS) in 
Frankfurt. Th e SDS groups of Heidelberg and Frankfurt drafted proposals for 
the conference which developed a conventional Marxist analysis of the Middle 
East, and labelled Israel a ‘bridge head of Western imperialism’ that depended on 
foreign fi nancial aid for survival. Th e Six-Day War, in their view, had ‘removed 
the last remaining doubt over Israel’s reactionary character’.23 Th e status of this 
text is not entirely clear, as it appears to have been discussed but not adopted 
by a vote.24 SDS delegates were asked to condemn both the ‘Israeli aggression 
against the anti-imperialist powers in the Middle East’ and the ‘petit bourgeois 
character of the Ba’ath parties and Nasserism’.25 It is likely that this text may 
have been a paraphrase, or even a direct translation, of a statement of Yasser 
Arafat’s Fatah movement. With regard to the Jewish population in the region, 
acknowledging the existence of the state of Israel was deemed ‘meaningless’ 
while the Arab world, on the other hand, would have to guarantee and safeguard 
the presence of the Jews in Palestine. Th e conclusion presented the long-term 
goal of anti-Zionism which was no less hostile towards the post-colonial order 
of the Arab world:

Only the construction of a revolutionary Socialist movement aiming at overcoming 
imperialism and the borders drawn by it, only the establishment of a universal Arab 
Socialist Republic which, by way of common policies, will arrive at a territorial integrity 
with a socialist Israel, can bring lasting peace to the Middle East.26 

Th is vague notion of ‘territorial integrity’ was, thus, directed against both 
Israel and the Arab nation-states, and appears to have envisaged a multi-ethnic 
and socialist super-state from northern Africa to Iraq. Even though the student 
movement by this time had clearly aligned its ideological and rhetorical frame 
of reference with radical anti-Zionism, this commitment did not, for the time 
being, move beyond verbal protest and purely political solidarity. Neither can 
this text as yet be taken as a proof for the alleged anti-Semitism among the New 
Left. Th e Middle East appeared on the agenda of the German protest move-
ment as one of many international issues which were all interpreted as case 
studies in the consequences of U.S. American ‘imperialism’. Th e death of Benno 
Ohnesorg contributed to the heated atmosphere in which radicalism fl ourished, 
and anti-Zionism became part of the bigger general framework of revolutionary 
internationalism. 
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Intellectual References for Radical Internationalism

Among the major intellectual references for this radical internationalism was 
Frantz Fanon’s best-selling analysis of anti-colonial violence, Th e Wretched of 
the Earth.27 Already in August 1965, Fanon’s chapter On Violence had been 
translated and published in Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s political journal 
Kursbuch.28 Fanon had presented a social psychology of the armed struggle of 
the colonized peoples against Western political, social and economic domi-
nance. He argued that the colonized aspired not to compete with the West, 
but to annihilate completely the global structures of colonialism in order to 
replace Westernization with emancipation from the infl uence of the West. 
Violence, in this context, represented to him the re-appropriation of humanity 
for the oppressed, ‘and in precisely the same moment when he discovers his 
humanity, he starts cleaning his weapons to let his humanity triumph’.29 Such 
notions of violent anti-imperialism in the so-called ‘Th ird World’ attracted the 
attention of an obscure subversive group centred on the Munich-based protest 
activist Dieter Kunzelmann.30 Th e group carried the name ‘Subversive Aktion’, 
and promoted an anarchistic protest style inspired by French Situationism and 
the tactics of the Dutch Provos.31 Among its members was a sociology student 
from Berlin, Rudi Dutschke, who would later become the most prominent 
spokesman for the West German student movement. During the mid-1960s, 
however, it was still Kunzelmann who directed the group’s actions and intel-
lectual curiosity. He wrote to Dutschke that Fanon’s text was ‘excellent’ and 
should be regarded as a basis for group discussions.32 Fanon appeared to pro-
vide an intellectual key to the question of how a Marxist understanding of class 
struggle could be  developed into a psychology of resistance of the oppressed 
around the world.

Th e emerging interest in anti-colonial struggles around the world also 
received inspiration from an entirely diff erent source. Early in 1966, Louis 
Malle’s new feature fi lm Viva Maria! had appeared in German cinemas, and the 
group around Kunzelmann fell under the spell of this Italo-Western comedy.33 
Th e fi lm tells the story of two European women, played by Jeanne Moreau and 
Brigitte Bardot, who become leaders of a peasant revolt during the Mexican 
revolution. While Malle presented a parody of the contemporaneous political 
fashion of Guevarism, Kunzelmann and his friends went to see the fi lm again 
and again with, apparently, little sense for irony. Th eir enthusiasm resulted in 
theoretical evaluations, published by group member Bernd Rabehl, who declared 
the story line of Viva Maria! to be an interpretation of Frantz Fanon’s writings, a 
piece of revolutionary propaganda in disguise. Th e two women, he argued, were 
representing the two ideological wings of Marxism and anarchism which had to 
form a strategic union in order to act as an eff ective theoretical as well as practical 
threat to the worldwide dominance of capitalist imperialism. Th e entertain-
ing format of the fi lm he understood as simply a marketing strategy, ensuring 
that the widest possible audience would be exposed to implicit anti-imperialist 
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propaganda.34 Rabehl’s interpretation of Malle’s fi lm may have been curiously 
distorted; his take on Fanon, however, was a serious misunderstanding – Fanon 
had never envisaged a solidarity movement from inside industrialized societies. 
Th e story line of Viva Maria! would have met with his clear disapproval, as he 
would have regarded the leadership of two European women in an anti-colonial 
social revolution as a continuation of Western political and cultural hegemony. 
Th e fi lm, nevertheless, left a mark on the politics of the group Subversive Aktion, 
and played an important part in forging close imaginary ties with a larger con-
text of anti-imperialist struggle among the most radical parts of the protest 
movement. Kunzelmann remembered the eff ect the fi lm had on his subversive 
collective:

At the end, that was our epiphany, they appear in Paris, they return to Europe. Th at 
was, after all, precisely our problem . . . and during the ‘Viva Maria’ phase, already 
before but especially after the fi lm, this was the omnipresent question: [s]hould we not 
move to the Th ird World? Th e fi lm served as a confi rmation that we should in every way 
support the guerrilla movements in Th ird World countries according to our capabilities 
and means in the [Western] metropoles . . . Th e fi lm served as a confi rmation that we 
should seek opportunities for our revolt here, that we were indebted to our society 
which we knew.35

Th is close identifi cation with a global anti-colonial struggle was the decisive 
ideological background for the pro-Palestinian turn that occurred during the 
summer of 1967 among the German protest movement. Th e appropriation 
of anti-Zionism into the 1960s’ politics of protest had therefore little to do 
with any long-standing tradition of left-wing anti-Semitism, but understood the 
Middle East – however mistakenly – as yet another example of violent resist-
ance against Western imperialism. A guiding theme for this radical conception 
of world politics was an unconditional solidarity with the perceived victims 
of Western political and military dominance. If a secret link to Germany’s 
Nazi past can be detected, then it is probably this collective urge among the 
German New Left to side with the victims of oppression, war and genocide in 
Vietnam, Africa, Iran and Palestine. Th e unresolved legacy of the Nazi dicta-
torship may have resulted in a belated attempt to resist what soon came to be 
labelled ‘Fascist’ practices of authoritarian rule, exploitation, racism and violence 
around the globe. Specifi cally ‘left’ about this frame of mind was the identifi ca-
tion of ‘Fascism’ with Western-style capitalism and the hegemony of the United 
States, and it is this intellectual shortcut that directed the indictment of ‘Fascist’ 
political practices against the state of Israel.

As if this radical logic of left-wing anti-imperialism had not been pecu-
liar enough, the militant fringes of the protest movement also appropriated a 
vocabulary that refl ected the memory of political violence during the 1930s, spe-
cifi cally the Nazi pogroms against the German Jews of 1938. Th e conservative 
press had suggested parallels between Nazi storm troopers and left-wing militant 
violence during 1968, and while the militant underground rejected such views, 
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some articles by those groups who began to embrace the idea of political violence 
played into the hands of such a radicalization of militant rhetoric. An article in 
the underground paper linkeck consciously employed the term ‘Crystal Night’ 
(Kristallnacht) to develop its own understanding of the relative desirability of 
political violence:

What we should learn: to assess correctly crystal nights and terror, to work out the 
qualitative diff erence between a little frightened Jewish shopkeeper who got beaten up 
and a policeman including his pre-Fascist superiors and their politicians. Th e crystal 
nights of today should terrorize shareholders, factory owners and prison guards.36

Th is terminology was consciously provocative and still refl ected the subver-
sive communicative practice of the early days of the protest movement during 
1967, when the attacks by the conservative press had been answered by the 
explicit and ironic appropriation of terms such as Bombenleger (bombers). But by 
the autumn of 1968, the playful provocation of the mainstream public had been 
replaced by an open call to political violence against the police, the judiciary, and 
other representatives of the so-called ‘pre-Fascist’ state. 

A similar transformation of militant rhetoric can be traced for the term 
‘terrorism’. In September 1969, the underground paper agit 883 – a discussion 
forum for radical militant politics in Berlin37 – published an article by the Berlin 
Palestine Committee which confl ated a new understanding of legitimate terror 
with the confl ict in the Middle East. No longer would it be of relevance whether 
the Palestinian guerrillas were labelled as ‘freedom fi ghters’ or as ‘terrorists’. Th is, 
the authors argued, would only refl ect the political position of the speaker but 
not infringe on the legitimacy of the armed struggle against the state of Israel. To 
illustrate this argument, they pointed to the fact that ‘the National Socialist blitz 
victors and occupiers also used to call the resistance of patriotic guerrillas terror-
ism’. Apparently, the goal here was to refract the accusation of political terrorism 
back onto those who were suspected of passing all too easily over their own Nazi 
past. Th e aims of militant anti-Zionism were spelled out in all their radicalism 
and placed into a worldwide context: ‘Th e goal must be to aim by all means for 
a state of aff airs – in the Middle East, in Rhodesia, in South America, and every-
where – in which every human being can live and work in social, economic, and 
political freedom’. Th e state of Israel, predictably, did not have a place in this 
vision of global liberation:

All institutions and ruling apparatuses which are opposed to this goal have to be done 
away with, and the choice of means is determined solely by their behaviour. Th e only 
alternative for a humane future is a revolution until victory, in close connection with a 
determined anti-imperialist struggle. In Palestine it has started.38

Palestinian anti-Zionism was, thus, conceived within a worldwide armed 
confl ict between militant anti-imperialism and a ‘pre-Fascist’ West. And it is this 
combination which, during the summer of 1969, prompted a number of radical 
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students to travel to the Middle East and visit Yasser Arafat’s Fatah movement 
in Jordan. 

A ‘Trip to the Orient’ and its Consequences

Such contacts came in two varieties – either in the form of so-called ‘study trips’ 
by members of Frankfurt SDS in July 1969, or as a deliberate move into the 
illegal armed underground, as in the case of the so-called Umherschweifenden 
Haschrebellen (Wandering Hashish Rebels) led by Dieter Kunzelmann and 
Georg von Rauch via Italy in October.39 It is important to note, however, that 
at this point during the summer of 1969 the plans of the latter were still some-
what vague, and the Middle East presented only one of several opportunities 
to join the armed struggle against Western imperialism. While still in Italy in 
September, Georg von Rauch, Kunzelmann’s close friend and co-leader of the 
group, acknowledged their failure to join a group of Italian anarchists in Sicily 
and described their perspectives thus: ‘Th e whole Sicily expedition has failed for 
us, i.e. because of “serious ideological diff erences” with the Italians’. Instead, 
the Wandering Hashish Rebels were planning a ‘trip to the Orient (El Fatah, 
Kurdistan + and perhaps even further into China), the route will depend on 
the connections to El Fatah in Frankfurt and the Kurds in Berlin’. Th e group 
had received news about the academic ‘study trips’ in July and concluded from 
newspaper reports that students had been trained ‘1. for the struggle there, 2. 
for terror attacks abroad + 3. in issues of organisation’. Von Rauch added: ‘For 
me personally, the second point is one of the most important’.40 In October, 
Kunzelmann’s group joined the Palestinians’ training camps and received super-
fi cial instructions in guerrilla combat and bomb making, and even met Yasser 
Arafat in person. Albert Fichter, another member of this group, observed that, 
after shaking hands with Arafat, ‘Kunzelmann was so taken by the encounter, 
he would have preferred never to wash his hands again. Georg [von Rauch] 
responded with similar awe’.41

In late October the Wandering Hashish Rebels returned to Berlin at about 
the same time that the PLO launched their annual campaign against the Balfour 
Declaration of 2 November 1917. Th ey observed a strict code of conspiracy, after 
having changed their appearance and renaming the group Tupamaros West-
Berlin after the metropolitan left-wing guerilla movement in Uruguay.42 Th e 
origins of German left-wing terrorism in autumn 1969 lay in an amalgamation 
of several diff erent examples of international guerilla activities across the globe.43 
Th e fi rst target of Kunzelmann’s Tupamaros West-Berlin, however, would soon 
focus all attention on the radical left’s attitude towards the Middle East confl ict 
and, in particular, the state of Israel. On 9 November 1969 the heads of the 
Jewish community assembled in the Jewish Community Centre in Fasanenstraße 
in the district of Charlottenburg to commemorate the 31st anniversary of the 
anti-Semitic pogroms in Germany in 1938. Among those attending the occasion 



80 Aribert Reimann

was also Albert Fichter who had been among the small group of Hashish Rebels 
trained by the Fatah in Jordan a few weeks earlier. He hung his coat in the locker 
room and exited the building almost immediately, leaving behind a timed arson-
bomb in one of the coat pockets. Fortunately the bomb never went off , and was 
only discovered the following day by cleaning personnel. Th e scandal of this act 
of obvious left-wing anti-Semitism left commentators – and indeed the majority 
of left-wing activists – speechless and baffl  ed.

In the days after the failed arson attack on the Jewish Community Centre, 
the group published a number of explanations and propaganda articles trying 
to justify their action. Th ey claimed their failed attack to be an act of pro-
Palestinian, anti-Zionist militancy in protest against the Israeli occupation of 
Palestinian territories two years earlier. Furthermore, they insisted on the dif-
ference between anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism, and the Tupamaros’s rhetoric 
tried to implicate the present West German political elite in the Nazi crimes of 
thirty-one years earlier:

We’ll see to it that the shame will destroy you. Twenty-fi ve years after the Fascist 
dictatorship these gentlemen’s past is returning. It’s far too late to get over it. Th ey all 
were in it back then, except one: Georg Elser. From among the older generation no one 
else may talk to us. We know by ourselves where to place our bombs.44 

It is signifi cant that in their accusation of the older generation, the Tupamaros 
West-Berlin referred to Georg Elser. On the eve of the 9 November 1939, Elser 
had placed a bomb in the Bürgerbräukeller, a beer hall in Munich where Hitler 
and other National Socialist party grandees staged their annual celebration of 
their failed coup d´état of 1923. Elser’s bomb did go off , but it failed to kill Hitler 
who had left the beer hall minutes earlier. Evidently, the Tupamaros saw their 
action in this tradition of anti-Fascist anarchism, and they highlighted the fact 
that it was West German former members of the National Socialist party who, 
as the political and administrative elite of the FRG, were now allies of the state 
of Israel and provided fi nancial support as well as weapons technology. In real-
ity, however, the anti-Semitic character of this failed bomb attack on the Jewish 
Community Centre in West Berlin was all too obvious: Whoever pretended to 
fi ght the state of Israel by planning an attack on the German Jews in Berlin was 
evidently under the spell of the traditional anti-Semitic notion of the ‘eternal 
Jew’ – the delusion that Jewry presented a uniform and omnipresent worldwide 
network throughout the ages and across all continents. Th e academic distinction 
between anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism was thus rendered meaningless. 

Th e radical left-wing Berlin underground reacted to the Tupamaros’s 
attempted bomb attack on the Jewish Community Centre with a controversial 
debate on the nature and ideological signifi cance of anti-Semitism.45 Th is critical 
assessment of recent ideological pitfalls occurred alongside an open discussion of 
the strategic situation and possible success of an armed struggle against the West 
German state under the banner of a Red Army Faction.46 Kunzelmann himself 
saw his activities in precisely this context as he tried to explain in two articles 
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for the Berlin underground press, which he entitled ‘Letters from Amman’, as 
if he were still in the Middle East and commented on the events in Berlin from 
a distance. In his fi rst article he praised the combat experience among the Fatah 
fi ghters as a transformation of consciousness and the birth of a new revolutionary 
mindset that would supersede earlier psychological limitations and create the 
new anti-imperialist universal soldier:

Everything is very simple here. Th e enemy is clear. His weapons are open to view. It 
is not necessary to demand solidarity. It emerges on its own. For the fi rst time I have 
understood the meaning of the people’s revolutionary transformation in a ‘long-lasting 
popular liberation struggle’.47

Such enthusiasm for the formative function of revolutionary violence 
echoed Fanon’s observations of the rebirth of the humanity of the colonized 
through resistance and violence. Kunzelmann responded to the charge of left-
wing anti-Semitism by accusing the political establishment of West Berlin and 
West Germany of mindless pro-Semitism – in his words, ‘the Jewish tick’. 
He denied the association of anti-Fascism with political support for the state 
of Israel, and campaigned for a revolutionary solidarity movement with Fatah 
instead of the prevailing West German philo-Semitism. It is important to see 
this radical statement in its strategic context. Kunzelmann intended to use the 
confl ict in the Middle East as a propagandistic launch pad for his plans of an 
armed anti-imperialist resistance movement in Europe because, as he put it, 
‘for the FRG and Europe, Palestine represents what Vietnam represents for 
the Americans’.48 It is this simple equation which brought the Middle East to 
the attention of the radical left-wing underground in West Germany rather 
than a secret or subconscious tradition of right-wing anti-Semitism. And the 
domestic function of anti-Zionist militancy in the Middle East was conceived 
as a mobilizing force in support of the militant counterculture in Germany. Th e 
example of the Fatah movement was, in this context, chosen rather arbitrarily, as 
the notion of ‘anti-imperialist struggle’ took centre stage within the narrow per-
spective of increasingly militarized confrontation in Germany. ‘Everything we 
wanted to achieve through the so-called counter-society’, Kunzelmann worried, 
‘is constantly in danger of disintegration’. Th e German militant underground, 
so he believed, had ‘forgotten that “opposition” is linked to “opponent”, and 
“opponent” to “struggle”. Without struggle’, he argued, ‘we get stuck in the 
liberal morass which is taking hold of our counter-society’.49 Th e ultimate goal 
of his understanding of anti-Zionist violence was, therefore, to be understood as 
anti-liberal rather than anti-Semitic. 

During the winter of 1969/70, however, it became clear that very few left-
wing comrades were prepared to follow this radical logic. Th e international ter-
rorist activities of the pro-Fatah groups in Europe had forfeited any sympathies 
that might have still been present among the most radical elements of the former 
protest movement of the late 1960s. Th is became crystal clear after a bomb attack 
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on the Israeli airline El Al in Athens, where a child was among the victims. Th is 
incident could not, in the words of the pro-Palestinian journal Free Palestine, ‘be 
condoned by anyone wishing the Palestinian cause well’. Th e militant activism of 
Fatah and their European followers threatened to destroy the moral credit of the 
Palestinian cause among the European left, and the leadership of the PLO was 
eager to dissociate its political agenda from the threat of militant anti-Semitism: 
‘While granted that Zionism and Imperialism have a worldwide presence, the 
base for Zionism is in the Palestinian homeland and that is where, ultimately, 
it must be defeated’. Th e journal deplored the ‘adventurist bravado’ with which 
self-proclaimed pro-Palestinian forces around the world would defl ect from ‘the 
necessity of confronting their direct imperialist enemy, Zionist Israel’. Th eir 
‘individual hero-worship’ was accused of dangerous ‘escapism’, and would also 
‘constitute a windfall for Zionist propagandists who eagerly jump at the chance 
of exploiting these incidents in order to damage the Palestinian cause in the eyes 
of world opinion’. Th e ‘Palestinian revolution’ would be the ‘product of revolu-
tionaries, not of adventurers’.50 

In April 1970, Kunzelmann responded to this new situation with a second 
‘Letter from Amman’ which signifi cantly modifi ed his earlier position. While 
he still regarded Jewish communities across the globe as agents of Zionism, he 
now identifi ed Jewish emigration to Israel as the main threat to the Palestinian 
cause. Any violent action against German Jews he now saw as a dangerous jus-
tifi cation for their emigration to Israel, and again Kunzelmann came up with a 
simple parallel that illustrated his crude perspective on a globalized context of 
U.S.-led ‘Western imperialism’: ‘Every immigrant into Israel can be compared 
to a French settler in Algeria and, by tendency, to a G.I. in Vietnam’. Any attack 
on Jews in Germany would only increase the pressure on the Jews outside Israel 
to regard the Jewish state as their national safe haven and should therefore be 
regarded as counter-productive for the Palestinian cause. While he deplored the 
fact that the Vietnam campaign of the late 1960s had never attacked U.S. bases 
in Germany, he now envisaged a new pro-Palestinian campaign that would aim 
for the ‘liberation of arrested Palestinians, agitation among the German Jews, 
a fi ght against the Jewish emigration to Israel, the prevention of any support 
(weapons, goods, capital) [for Israel]’. But the ultimate goal for his revolution-
ary activities remained domestic, because ‘never before did we have such a good 
chance to promote the revolution in our own country by supporting a people’s 
war of liberation’.51 Th e latter half of his Letter from Amman was concerned 
entirely with questions of internal organization and the emerging ideologi-
cal diff erences among the militant underground in West Berlin. Kunzelmann 
recommended organizing a revolutionary party after the Chinese model, with 
a parallel political structure alongside the clandestine military groups so that 
political and military requirements would inform each other and maintain the 
popular foundation of his militant liberation movement.52 Again, anti-Zionism 
served only as a lever for the establishment of a German militant revolutionary 
movement.
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Conclusion

In this way, militant anti-Zionism entered the political grammar of German 
left-wing terrorism during the 1970s. Th e ideological demarcation between the 
support of the Palestinian liberation movement in its various military guises on 
the one hand, and outright violent anti-Semitism on the other, got blurred in 
more than one instance. In 1972, the Palestinian terror group Black September 
kidnapped eleven members of the Israeli Olympic team during the games in 
Munich, all of whom died either during the attack or as a result of a later attempt 
to free them. Some members of the German militant underground, such as the 
Revolutionäre Zellen (Revolutionary Cells) boasted their logistical support for 
the Palestinians.53 In 1976, a mixed commando consisting of members of the 
PFLP and the German terror group ‘Bewegung 2. Juni’ (Movement of 2 June) 
hijacked an Israeli passenger plane en route to Paris and diverted it to Entebbe in 
Uganda, where the most infamous scene of this German-Palestinian cooperation 
took place: the passengers were ‘selected’ into Jews and non-Jews – the latter 
were free to go. An Israeli Special Forces unit succeeded in freeing the hostages.54 
In 1977, the PFLP repaid their loyal German comrades by supporting the Red 
Army Faction in their attempt to free their leading members from prison during 
the so-called ‘German Autumn’ by hijacking a Lufthansa jet. Th e infamous 
‘Palestine connection’ of German terrorism has recently attracted considerable 
attention among the relevant scholarship, and continues to serve as an argument 
for the charge of anti-Semitism against the German militant Left.55

Th e origins of this cooperation, however, should be seen in a longer-term 
context since the mid-1960s, when the German New Left was completely oblivi-
ous (and rather ignorant) of the situation in the Middle East. Th e globalization 
of revolutionary militancy had been promoted by accounts such as Fanon’s and 
by the mobilizing rhetoric of Guevara, Debray and others. Popular media such as 
the cinema contributed to the canonization of revolutionary theory and aesthetics 
as icons of pop culture. Th e protest movement’s political quest for international 
solidarity was centred on resistance movements in Latin America, Vietnam, 
Iran, and, to a lesser extent, Africa. Th e guiding ideology of anti-imperialist 
internationalism thereby proved abstract enough to incorporate each and every 
international confl ict into a simple opposition between U.S.-led imperialism and 
progressive anti-imperialist revolution. As well informed and internationalist as 
this global consciousness may have appeared, it also operated by a number of 
rather crude simplifi cations. Every ally of the United States was invariably cat-
egorized as ‘imperialist’, no matter what the historical or regional circumstances. 
It is this logic which led to the pro-Palestinian swing of student opinion in 
West Berlin, just hours after the killing of Benno Ohnesorg at the hands of the 
Berlin police. Th e ‘enemies’ appeared, in Kunzelmann’s later diction, quite clear: 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s war in Vietnam, the Shah’s oppressive regime in Iran, and 
the Berlin police who appeared to follow the Greek example of establishing a 
militarized authoritarian state and who evidently did not shy away from killing 
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an unarmed peaceful protester. In this heated atmosphere the news of the war in 
the Middle East could only have one eff ect – unconditional solidarity with the 
Arab world in general, and the Palestinian cause in particular. Th is identifi cation 
was spontaneous and proved lasting. When genuine anti-Semitism appeared on 
the agenda, it originated from a suspicion against pro-Western international net-
works. Students at the Free University were already alarmed by the clandestine 
activities of the CIA on campus, and staged protests against U.S. foreign policy 
in front of cultural centres, such as the Amerikahäuser. When the Jewish com-
munities were targeted as international agents of Zionism, this paranoia turned 
into genuine anti-Semitism along the notion of the ‘eternal Jew’. But this form 
of left-wing anti-Semitism was not the cause but rather the result of the radical 
political turn of the summer of 1967. While the legacy of this anti-Zionist swing 
ultimately manifested itself in an abominable descent into the darkest practices 
of German anti-Semitism (such as the ‘selection’ at Entebbe) and proved, at 
times, murderous, it originated from an ill-digested internationalism which was 
unable to cope with the complexities of a worldwide ideological confl ict and 
its historical context. Th e German protest generation of the late 1960s showed 
little interest in discourses of guilt or responsibility for the Nazi crimes, and 
presented the older generation with a fresh and de-historicized challenge against 
the postwar settlements in East and West. Th e naïveté of their challenge became 
clear in the case of the Middle East, which proved too complex a terrain to be 
navigated by simple friend–foe oppositions. And the new Palestinian friends of 
the German anti-Zionist militants contributed a good deal to the protest move-
ment’s disintegration into blind radicalism and political violence.
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Politically Relevant or ‘Carnival’?

Echoes of ‘1968’ in German Public Broadcasting

Meike Vogel

In the 1960s, the importance of television as a medium of information experi-
enced a tremendous rise in West Germany. Th erefore it seems only logical to 
relate the activities of the protest movement, which culminated in 1968 and 
generated considerable media attention, to a growing importance of television 
at that time. Th e existence of a link between television and the 1968 movement 
was recognized by many participants in these events, not only at the time of 
their occurrence but also in retrospect. It was also refl ected in academic literature 
devoted to this topic. Hence, it could be claimed that, apart from the much-
trumpeted ‘myth of 1968’, there emerged a certain ‘media myth’ surrounding 
these events.1

In the past, discussions on the role of television focused mainly on the 
question of whether the mass media in general were for or against the dem-
onstrations, and to what extent television in particular was supportive of the 
protesters.2 Such an approach, however, does not consider television coverage of 
the protests in its own right, and thus ignores a signifi cant part of what ‘1968’ 
was about. Th e fundamental thesis of this chapter is that, in order to compre-
hend the phenomenon of 1968 in its entirety, one should not be tempted to 
separate contemporary debates about the protests from the protests themselves. 
It is important to bear in mind that the media coverage of these events was at the 
same time part of the phenomenon, so that, analytically speaking, ‘1968’ can be 
conceived of as a political communication event.3

Over the course of the 1960s, television gradually replaced print media as 
the leading medium. While the fi rst TV channel in Germany went on air in 
1953, by the end of the 1960s there were already three of them: from 1963 
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the fi rst TV channel of the federally structured ARD (Arbeitsgemeinschaft der 
öff entlich-rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten der Bundesrepublik Deutschland [German 
Association of Public Broadcasters]) was accompanied by the centrally managed 
ZDF (Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen [Second German Television]), as well as by 
a third channel with programmes produced by regional broadcasters who were 
members of the ARD. In their statutes all broadcasters followed the principle 
of impartial public service broadcasting. As a result, broadcasting councils – the 
supervisory bodies of the broadcasters – included representatives of infl uential 
groups in society (e.g. members of parliament, churches and trade unions). 
Owing to this specifi c structure, subject to public law, the broadcasters enjoyed 
a high degree of autonomy, provided that they acted within democratic limits.

Statistically, it was not until 1974 that every German citizen gained access to 
a television, but even in 1970, fi fteen million German households owned a TV 
set. In 1967, the share of viewers in the adult population of West Germany stood 
at 73 per cent.4 Th erefore it seems justifi ed to conclude that by the time the 
violent protests in the streets of Berlin and elsewhere appeared on TV screens for 
the fi rst time, television had already become an important source of information 
and entertainment in society. German media devoted considerable attention 
to the demonstrations of 1967/68, and reported on them on a regular basis. 
Extensive features on the leading fi gures, replete with background information, 
found their way to numerous magazine programmes, while representatives of the 
student movement were regularly invited to talk shows to present and discuss 
their points of view. Th e study which forms the basis for this paper,5 examines 
380 TV features (partly in audio-visual, partly in written form), including 117 
news reports, 43 features from magazine programmes as well as a number of 
talk shows, all of which centred on student protests – and this represents only a 
partial sample of the available reporting.

Taking this broad news coverage into account, it is easy to see that public 
debates about the protests generated an array of reports, comments and reactions 
in all kinds of mass media. In this respect, television played a particularly impor-
tant role since it enjoyed a high degree of credibility among the audience, but 
also – by means of moving images – provided new sensory impressions.

Th e following analysis is based on the premise that the impacts of the TV 
coverage lay not so much in promoting a stance for or against the protests, but 
rather in propagating certain patterns of perception which positioned the pro-
tests in the political sphere. In order to identify these patterns, I will make use 
of the concept of ‘framing’ and will examine how the news coverage of protests 
contributed to defi ning political reality by means of images, designations and 
interpretations.6 Th e aim of this analysis is to show that TV coverage promoted a 
number of dominant interpretive frames which exerted a strong infl uence on the 
public debate. Instead of concentrating solely on which issues and topics were 
put to public discussion by the protest movement, the focus will be placed on 
how these topics and issues were addressed and (medially) communicated. One 
important conclusion is that a (quantitative) content analysis, which examines 
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merely the issues dealt with in the media, is simply not suffi  cient. By scrutiniz-
ing the news coverage of the protest movement, it will be demonstrated that the 
infl uence of the media consists above all in their capacity to form and shape ideas 
and interpretations.

Frames of the Protests

By using the methods of frame analysis, it is possible to discern two central 
frames which informed the news coverage of student demonstrations.7 On the 
one hand, the protests were placed in the context of Ruhe und Ordnung (‘peace 
and order’ or ‘law and order’); on the other they were seen either as political or 
non-political phenomena. 

Ruhe und Ordnung is a catchphrase with a long tradition in German his-
tory.8 As West Germany struggled to come to terms with the protests in the 
1960s, this political catchphrase resurfaced once again.9 In TV broadcasts from 
1966 to 1969, references to the protests (and the entire movement) as ‘unrest’ as 
well as the catchphrase Ruhe und Ordnung were omnipresent. In several reports 
the general tone was that the protesters disturbed public order. It should be 
emphasized, however, that the presentation of protests as ‘unrest’ in a negative 
light was by no means dominant in TV commentaries. Far more often, contem-
porary TV reports embraced the protest as a positive, productive ‘unrest’, and 
used the old German catchphrase of Ruhe und Ordnung in a derogatory sense. 

Th e majority of journalists and commentators distanced themselves explic-
itly from the maxim of Ruhe und Ordnung and criticized the state’s responses 
to the protests. Criticism fl ared up with particular vehemence in the summer 
of 1967, after the shooting of the student Benno Ohnesorg by a Berlin police 

Figure 4.1 ‘For the sake of order that must be upheld.’10
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offi  cer on 2 June during the protests against the Shah of Persia, Reza Pahlavi. 
Th is event not only triggered a closing of ranks among students, but also induced 
a wave of criticism in the media directed against the Berlin police and the state’s 
reaction to the protest. One extremely radical example of a critical take on the 
principle of Ruhe und Ordnung can be found in Jahresrückblick 1967, a round-up 
of the year’s events. Commenting on the image of Benno Ohnesorg dying on 
the street, Joachim Fest, prominent publicist and anchorman of one of the most 
important TV magazines, used the word ‘order’ in the ironic manner given in 
the caption to Figure 4.1.

It is evident that in many reports ‘order’ had a negative connotation, which 
was conveyed in both words and images. ‘Unrest’ on the other hand – as rep-
resented by the protesters – was presented as a positive concept. In fact, literal 
references to ‘productive’ or ‘salutary’ unrest were not uncommon at that time. 
Much along the lines of these interpretive frames of ‘order’ and ‘unrest’, other 
interpretive models can be identifi ed which suggested readings of protest that 
entailed diff ering political ideas, and which represented these with the aid of 
images and words. A large number of TV journalists endorsed the notion of 
‘productive unrest’ because their idea of democracy was based not on consensus, 
but on discourse and exchange. 

By establishing interpretive models, as well as providing key images and con-
cepts, TV coverage not only had a considerable capacity to infl uence discourse 
about the protests in the 1960s, but also enduringly shaped public debate on the 
protests and on political order in the years that followed. Th e basic construction 
of the frame Ruhe und Ordnung implies that in TV coverage the protests were 
presented in a binary framework, either as posing a threat to, or engendering 
reinvigoration of, the democratic system. In reality, however, the roles and evalu-
ations attributed to student demonstrations were much more diverse. Instances 
of yet another pervasive scheme of interpretation can be found, which often 
contrasted with the frame of peace and unrest. 

Th is second scheme, defi ned by the pair of antonyms ‘political / non- 
political’, focused on the question of whether or not the protests and their 
participants were perceived as a political phenomenon. In order to outline the 
development of this scheme, a closer look will be taken on the way student pro-
tests were presented in the media. As a second step, the analysis will focus on the 
strategies of positioning the demonstrators in the political sphere. 

Protesters as a Political Force?

Clips of the demonstrations typically formed the backdrop to reports on the stu-
dent movement. Th ese images showed crowds of people in motion, carrying Che 
Guevara placards and waving Vietcong fl ags, as well as human chains advancing 
arm in arm, chanting the name of Ho Chi Minh. Rapid cuts and frequent shifts 
of camera perspective created a series of agitated images which were associated 



Politically Relevant or ‘Carnival’? 95

with the student protests in a stereotypical fashion.11 Th ese images constantly 
recurred and closely resembled one another, and were integrated into a fi lmic 
dramatization replete with verbal categorizations. While the majority of TV 
images showed swarming masses of anonymous demonstrators, camera close-ups 
and zooms focused as a rule on individuals who were familiar to the viewers. Th e 
range of roles and functions assigned to these individuals was very broad. For 
instance, as of late summer 1967, the media spotlight turned to Rudi Dutschke, 
one of the leading fi gures within the protest movement, who was severely injured 
in an assassination attempt in April 1968. Dutschke’s function was confi ned 
solely to that of an agitator and speaker whose determination was a source of 
inspiration for others. Furthermore, he was portrayed as a person responsible for 
the ideological underpinning and activities of the whole movement. It remains 
debatable, though, to what extent TV coverage helped to establish – or at least 
reinforce – Dutschke’s reputation as a brilliant speaker.

Seen in this light, members of Commune I (Kommune 1) were given quite a 
diff erent task to fulfi l. Commune I was the fi rst politically motivated commune 
in Germany, created in January 1967. Its members were interested in explor-
ing new forms of living as well as new forms of protest. One of the actions that 
brought them wide publicity was the so-called ‘pudding attack’ against U.S. Vice 
President Hubert Humphrey in April 1967, which was prevented by the police. 
In the majority of TV reports, the members of Commune I were associated 
with playfulness and deviation from the norm. In this vein, a number of reports 
used the same characteristic sequence, showing the communards taking part in 
a demonstration in Berlin in June 1967. Clad in white bed sheets, they claimed 
themselves to be a procession of repentant sinners.

Extremely fl ashy clothes and provocative gestures and postures were simply 
means of creating a specifi c look for the group. Th erefore, it is hardly surprising 
that contemporary documentaries with similar imagery of actions by Commune 
I were abundant. Th e reports tended to focus on one specifi c aspect of the 
protests, captured best in the off -camera commentary in Berliner Abendschau, 
the regional news broadcast for Berlin, which accompanied the images of the 
penitents: ‘Th e most peculiar part of the demonstration was formed by the leftist 
student group Commune’.12

Whether the focus was on students in suits and ties engaged in serious 
discussions or on those wearing extravagant clothes depended also on the overall 
perception of the student movement. Some documentaries primarily showed 
students sitting or lying on the fl oor in no particular order, dressed in casual 
or unusual clothes which stood out from what was considered to be normal. 
In a report by Herbert Hausen, for instance, which was part of the programme 
Bessere Demokraten oder Anarchisten? [Better Democrats or Anarchists?],13 and 
which was used to support the case against the protest movement, demonstrators 
were put in the category of communist rowdies who were at odds with the social 
order. Th e fi rst take showed Dutschke and a group of other students with their 
fi sts raised, singing the ‘Internationale’. Th e ensuing sequence was dubbed with a 
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recording of the melody and words of the ‘Internationale’ in the original.14 Th is 
way the report unmistakably suggested a certain political orientation of the stu-
dents, namely close affi  liation to communism. All in all, they were presented as 
members of a radical opposition who took a certain degree of pleasure in provoc-
ative behaviour. Apart from scuffl  es with the police, the report made extensive 
use of images of students with long hair, wearing ‘sloppy clothes’ (i.e. turtleneck 
sweaters). On the verbal level, the commentary was full of explicit references to 
this kind of attire. It was said, among other things, that these gloomy uniforms 
were symptomatic of ‘herd instincts’.15

Such a detailed analysis, however, should not be taken to imply that these 
images and frames were dominant in the media. Members of Commune I 
appeared on TV much less frequently than in magazines.16 Parallel to that, there 
were often broadcasts of press conferences and interviews with the president 
of the General Students’ Committee (Allgemeiner Studentenausschuss or AStA) 
of the Free University of Berlin or with Horst Mahler, the AStA’s lawyer and 
some years later one of the founding members of the terrorist group Red Army 
Faction. Th e protesters, it appears, were categorized into two groups – a fact 
aptly refl ected in the title of one of the programmes of the Forum series from 
December 1967: ‘Revolution of 1967 – Student Prank or a Necessity?’17 Th is 
discussion considered whether student protests should be taken seriously and 
perceived as legitimate, necessary and therefore politically relevant events or 
whether they were nothing but a joke. Th e question recurred later – implicitly 
and explicitly – in countless reports about the protests.

Th e frame ‘political / non-political’ was constituted by two opposing poles. 
By portraying students as actors involved in serious political discussions and 
genuinely interested in issues of general concern, TV reports suggested a strong 
political quality to their protests. One example is a report which focused mainly 

Figure 4.2 Members of Commune I 
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on the positive impact of the protests on the political situation in the Federal 
Republic. Walter Jens, a recognized journalist, writer and member of the infl u-
ential literary association ‘Group 47’, insisted that there were serious political 
forces among the protesters. Later, he went on to diff erentiate between serious 
students on the one hand and the ‘fun crowd’ on the other, who in his opinion 
had simply not realized that all they were doing was giving conformist citizens ‘a 
good excuse’ to treat the demonstrations with contempt.18 A similar statement 
by Jens can be found in the weekly magazine Die Zeit: ‘Will the zest crystallize 
into a programme that leads to change? Or will this noise – as bad as it may seem 
to all of us – which is an expression of the untamed emotional protest, turn into 
resignation? Students are at a crossroads’.19 Such categorizations and diff erentia-
tions were common at that time.

Th e limits of respectability and political seriousness were frequently tested 
against Commune I. In the report mentioned above, the existence of the frame 
‘political / non-political’ was implied by means of images and off -camera com-
mentary. But even without the commentary it was often possible to discover 
this frame in many TV broadcasts, as it emerged from images and recorded 
audio. Th is can be clearly observed in a documentary from August 1967 which 
portrayed SDS members and ‘radicals’ as politically relevant leading fi gures, 
whose dedication and commitment were perceived as positive, even if somewhat 
unrealistic.20 In the fi nal part of the report, a sequence showed students, includ-
ing members of Commune I with whom the viewers were familiar, blowing soap 
bubbles, laughing and talking indistinctly with one another.

Soap bubbles at the very end of the report unfolded their eff ect primar-
ily on the visual level, and called into question the political seriousness of the 
students. Interestingly enough, the editorial team of Jahresrückblick 1967, which 
was broadcast on ARD, also chose these images as a closing sequence of their 
report on the student protests. Th e images were shown in the background, while 
at the same time the presenter Dieter Gütt spoke at his desk. In his commentary 
he distinguished between students who questioned traditional values and social 
order, and the ‘dressed-up bubble blowers’.21 As a result of this visual and verbal 
arrangement, the latter group was denied any political objectives or seriousness. 
Soap bubbles stood for lightness and playfulness. At the same time they could 
easily be construed as a metaphor for pursuing unrealistic, Utopian aims. Th is 
symbolism is even more striking when the images of students were set against the 
dark suit that Gütt was wearing that evening.

Similar practices of comparing students to ‘unrealistic pranksters’ were also 
refl ected in labelling strategies used by some journalists. Commenting on student 
demonstrations, Hans Heigert described them in his programme as ‘silly carni-
val’.22 Hans-Jürgen Wiessner, editor in the ZDF studio in Berlin, claimed that 
Fritz Teufel, one of the members of Commune I, is ‘a small muddle-head . . . and 
by no means a representative of the extra-parliamentary opposition who should 
be taken seriously’.23 Th is is how the frame was used to depoliticize the students. 
Th e fundamental distinction underlying these statements was very clearly put 
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Figures 4.3–4.5 Stills from the sequence at the end of the documentary. No off -camera 
commentary. Recorded audio: babble of voices and laughter.24
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into words by Joachim Fest. He categorized the protesters into two groups: one 
composed of serious political leaders, and the other of ‘political clowns’ who, as 
he claimed, gained increasing prominence among the protesters in the course of 
1968.25 Fest accused protesters of having no vision of the future. He also claimed 
that they became slaves of ‘romanticism’.26 Speaking in Jahresüberblick 1967, he 
added: ‘Th ey [the protesters] have retired from the world into their Utopias’.27 
Even though Fest and many other commentators perceived the protests as an 
important means of breaking away from Ruhe und Ordnung, at the same time 
they often emphasized that, in order to achieve a political transformation of 
society, more eff orts were needed. ‘Th e society of the future’, said Fest in his 
commentary in Jahresrückblick 1968, ‘does not come into being on its own, as its 
leaders maintain. It is not a dreamland to which the doors stand wide open at the 
end of a long march through the institutions of our society . . . One of the catchy 
slogans of the new Left’, he continued, ‘is that the truth is revolutionary. Th ere is 
no doubt about it, but fi nding the truth requires rationality and reason.’28

Rationality and reason – in Fest’s eyes two preconditions for political 
responsibility – were in his opinion reduced to absurdity by the ‘happening’-
like nature of the movement. Th us, the attributes of ‘political’ and ‘intellectual’ 
were positioned in direct contrast to ‘emotional’ and ‘aesthetic’: ‘Th e criticism 
expressed by the young generation does not come from the analysis of society, 
but is a result of feeling disgusted by it. It is not an intellectual, but merely an 
emotional issue taking place not in the realm of politics, but in the realm of 
aesthetics.’29 Serious political commitment on the one hand and emotions and 
aesthetics on the other came to represent two mutually exclusive sides of one and 
the same phenomenon. 

Th e emotionality of protesters was emphasized in other reports as well. One 
of them, concerning the Berlin International Vietnam Conference in February 

Figure 4.6 Presenter Dieter Gütt in Jahresrückblick 1968
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1968, showed a group of participants with their fi sts raised forcefully in the 
air and chanting ‘Ho-Ho-Ho-Chi-Minh’. Th e voice-over commented on these 
images in the following manner:

Th e wave of enthusiasm starts spilling over when a fl esh-and-blood Vietnamese steps 
onto the stage. Sometimes it can be really frightening when one is confronted with so 
much emotion and so much idealism, so much striving for world improvement and for 
universal happiness.30

Unlike in Fest’s comments, the reference to emotionality made in this report 
was not meant to accentuate a supposed lack of the political virtue of reason, 
but rather to point to the dangers lurking behind this ‘wave of enthusiasm’. In 
the ideal world imagined by contemporary journalists, emotionality and politics 
did not go together. According to the 1960s media, the world of politics was 
supposed to be characterized by matter-of-factness and objectivity. Furthermore, 
any form of exaggerated emotionality was inevitably set against the backdrop 
of Nazi aesthetics, and as such perceived as a great threat.31 Hence, emotional 
and aesthetic elements were seen as factors disqualifying serious and ‘objective’ 
politics. In general, student protests were presented either as a necessary or as a 
dangerous political force. On the other hand, however, they were often framed 
as partly non-political. Th e latter was achieved by depicting demonstrations as an 
expression of the wish for ‘coarse amusement’. 

Th e debate about whether student protests should be perceived as a political 
phenomenon was a recurrent theme present in numerous TV reports and docu-
mentaries. Th e frame ‘political / non-political’ off ered a pattern of interpretation 
without automatically prescribing or imposing a specifi c evaluation. Within 
the frame, multiple diff erent foci could be identifi ed, all of which followed one 

Figure 4.7 Television scene still – International Vietnam Congress 1968
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central question, namely whether student demonstrations may be interpreted 
in terms of a political phenomenon. Interestingly, this question was asked and 
answered directly only in extremely rare cases. More often, certain categoriza-
tion and classifi cation techniques were used which took on very diff erent forms. 
While in some reports the inter-generational confl ict came to the fore (youth-
ful exuberance versus defying any form of social authority), others focused on 
the question of the seriousness of the protest movement (student prank versus 
serious commitment). Similarly, diff erences on how to respond best to the dem-
onstrations (seeking dialogue versus using police force) relied ultimately on the 
diff ering perceptions and evaluations of the political quality of the protests.

The Journalists’ Engagement in the Political Sphere

Even though the refl ections so far have centred on frames which were said to per-
meate TV programmes, it is equally important not to lose sight of the journalists 
involved in public broadcasting, and their role in shaping the general percep-
tion of the student movement. Although their self-image by no means directly 
generated the interpretations embedded in TV reports, the role of their political 
concepts should not be underestimated. Many of the journalists working in this 
still young medium saw themselves as decidedly political actors. Th ey believed 
that both they themselves and TV journalism as a whole should play a part in 
the political sphere. Th ey worked towards an expanded concept of politics and 
wished to become a political force in their own right. What they envisaged was a 
participatory democracy, which was also a key demand of the students.32

Th e journalists distanced themselves from ‘educational journalism’ teaching 
the viewers in a pedagogical way, which was very common in public broadcast-
ing directly after Second World War. Instead of that they wanted to empower 
TV viewers to become responsible citizens who actively engaged in political 
events. One key aspect of their self-image, and of those responsible for public 
service broadcasting in general, was thus the goal of allowing every voice to be 
heard. Th is way, all politically active citizens were given a chance to formulate a 
considered opinion. 

Even though highly respected journalists such as Joachim Fest, Hans 
Heigert and Claus Hinrich Casdorff  (all of them anchormen in current aff airs 
programmes) were sceptical about the demonstrators, they used student protests 
as an opportunity to propagate their own views and ideas. Th e broadcasters also 
used the chance presented by the movement of 1968 to fi rmly establish their 
position in the political sphere. Th eir distanced attitude towards the state was to 
a large extent a reaction to the West German public broadcasting system which 
forced the journalists to walk a tightrope between independence within the state 
and the aspiration to serve the public.

In the shape of the medium of television, a new actor entered the political 
sphere, endowed with considerable authority. Analogically to protesters, TV 
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journalists also questioned the patterns of perception prevailing in the political 
system of the Federal Republic. By establishing key images and concepts, and 
providing narrative models and imagery, television contributed to the polariza-
tion of society and exerted a strong infl uence in the political sphere.

In many documents, critical (‘zeitkritische’) journalists33 positioned them-
selves as members of the opposition outside the parliament, striving to expand 
their infl uence. Any assaults from the outside only reinforced them in this con-
viction. Evidence of this process can be found in one of the articles in the weekly 
Der Spiegel which discussed the issue of attacks on television in the context of 
the news coverage of the student protests: ‘Forsaken by Bonn and the rest of 
the world, pestered by the Left and Right, these TV gentlemen suddenly see 
themselves as a piece of what is missing in Bonn, namely the opposition’.34 Even 
though TV journalists were denied any aspirations to this role by representa-
tives of the state, their attitude implies an important shift of the boundaries of 
the political, along the lines of demands for more participation voiced by the 
extra-parliamentary opposition. Seen in this light, discussions about the role of 
political journalism on the one hand and the classifi cation of student protests on 
the other exhibit interesting parallels.

Th e frames supplied by television shaped contemporary perceptions of the 
protest movement in society, and brought its ‘political’ quality as well as its claim 
to legitimacy to the fore. Th e central issues in the debates (which constitute the 
communication event of ‘1968’) revolved not only around how to handle the 
protests, but also how to achieve greater political participation, how to devise 
a new political order and how to redefi ne the role of the state in the political 
sphere. Since that time, ‘1968’ has turned into a code word for these negotiation 
processes in Germany. Th e images broadcast on TV, which circulated in many 
copies and were subject to constant reproduction and re-contextualization, not 
only enduringly shaped the contemporary debates of the protest movement but 
also infl uenced how this phenomenon was remembered and discussed in the 
following decades. 
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The Rise of a New European Counter-Public after 1968 

During the 1960s, within the parliamentary democracies of Western Europe, 
‘new social movements’ (NSMs) began to develop. Th ey had common roots and 
shared points of reference while at the same time having distinct national features, 
as recent scholarship has increasingly pointed out.1 Leaving aside these national 
peculiarities, probably the most important thing the movements in question had 
in common was their massive distrust of, and scepticism towards, Western-style 
parliamentary democracies. Th e new social movements harshly criticized them 
from an anti-authoritarian and libertarian socialist perspective. Th eir discontent 
with the status quo – often more emotionally than intellectually based – was 
accompanied by a demonization of the existing order and a pronounced thinking 
in terms of friend and foe. Th is diagnosis was also shared by contemporaries who 
originally thought favourably about these new movements. As far as the Federal 
Republic is concerned, it was above all Jürgen Habermas who fi ercely criticized 
them for their surplus of utopianism, which according to him resulted in a miss-
ing sense of the chances of cooperating with other reform-minded forces.2 And 
indeed, the distance towards the ‘establishment’ – which all these ‘generationally 
marked protest movements’3 in Europe had in common – was quite distinct, espe-
cially in Germany with the long shadows of its Nazi past. One part of the move-
ment cultivated this fundamental rejection beyond the change of government in 
1969, when Willy Brandt became the leader of a coalition of social democrats and 
liberals; a small minority even radicalized themselves up to the point where they 
endorsed the use of physical violence against functionaries of the hated ‘system’.
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All over Europe the experience of 1968 permanently changed ‘the politi-
cal, social and symbolic order’ of the aff ected societies as well as the ‘attitudes, 
perceptions and social identities’ of those directly or indirectly involved in the 
event – here I am addressing directly the main questions raised in the introduc-
tion of this book. Th ese changes also aff ected the sensitivity of many ’68ers with 
regards to incidents and developments beyond their country’s borders, which 
were now set in relation to one’s own life situation – a process sometimes rid-
dled with misunderstandings and misinterpretations. To put it diff erently: 1968 
has contributed massively to the construction of new political identities beyond 
the national context – setting an ideal international ‘Us’ against an equally 
international ‘Th em’ with negative connotations. As I hope to point out, the 
active participation of the West European left in the German debate on terror-
ism, especially in 1976/77, cannot be understood without the images of oneself 
and others which had developed during the preceding ‘red decade’.4 However, 
it should go without saying that this does not mean that there was a direct and 
unavoidable path leading from 1968 to 1977.5

First of all I would like to start with some general observations concerning 
transnational communication after 1968 and the Federal Republic’s special role 
within it. In this context I will tackle the propagandistic exploitation of this 
newly emerging European counter-public by the Red Army Faction (RAF) and 
its supporters. Th e last and most extensive part of my contribution will deal with 
events during the so-called ‘German Autumn’ in Italy – events which are being 
interpreted at least partly as a result of the exploitation mentioned above. 

Right from the start the activists of 1968 were interested in the fate of 
their fellow protesters in neighbouring countries – and, measured by traditional 
standards, to an unusual degree. Waves of cross-border solidarity spread, espe-
cially in cases where the common ‘enemy’ – the institutions of the capitalist state 
and the mass media – obviously seemed to have violated existing rules. So after 
the assassination attempt on Rudi Dutschke in Berlin and the French authori-
ties’ decision to ban Daniel Cohn-Bendit from the country, but also in the wake 
of the railway worker Pinelli’s mysterious death by defenestration during an 
interrogation at Milan police headquarters in 1969, a wave of solidarity with the 
aff ected comrades hit the neighbouring countries: demonstrations and critical 
reporting, sometimes (though less often) criminal damage directed towards the 
agencies abroad representing the country concerned.6

However, in 1968 such active demonstrations of solidarity still remained 
relatively rare, and Michael Schmidtke is probably right when he is talking about 
a ‘short rush of international solidarity’.7 Knowledge of the particular situation 
in neighbouring countries remained sketchy for most activists – despite the inter-
nationalist rhetoric of the International Vietnam Congress in Berlin and similar 
media events.8 Th e personal contacts too seem to have been rather sporadic in the 
beginning, although it is true that the leaders and ‘fellow travellers’ of the move-
ment already invested much time in travelling abroad in order to strengthen the 
ties with foreign comrades, as Richard Ivan Jobs has pointed out.9 Th e left-wing 
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publishers that mushroomed everywhere before, during and after 1968 were 
strongly interested in foreign aff airs – but in practice they were primarily con-
cerned with national issues. Nevertheless, during the following years the number 
of articles and publications with an international focus, contributions by foreign 
comrades and translations of relevant texts began to increase remarkably. Th e 
newly awakened interest in cross-border exchange expanded, while the personal 
and media channels of communication grew stronger.10 In this context, they 
became more aware of the strategic possibility of mobilizing foreign comrades in 
order to strengthen national movements with their specifi c aims – which in 1968 
had occurred in a more or less spontaneous way. Th is closing of ranks was at least 
partly motivated by the impression that one had to fi ght back against a hostile 
environment, in which one’s enemies were also joining forces. Signifi cantly it was 
above all the Federal Republic, which, rightly or wrongly, became the centre of 
attention of an increasingly interconnected European Left.

Th e change of government from Willy Brandt to Helmut Schmidt in 1974 
was perceived by many observers, those from abroad included, as a shift in 
policies and not just a change in individuals – and not without good reason. 
Instead of Willy Brandt, a former expatriate who had honoured the victims of 
the Warsaw Ghetto uprising by falling to his knees in front of the monument 
commemorating them, the cool northerner Helmut Schmidt had taken charge. 
Fiercely anti-communist, he was a former soldier of the Wehrmacht whom the 
French soon nicknamed ‘le feldwebel’. In November of the same year, Holger 
Meins, who in 1968 had been a student of fi lm studies at Berlin Free University, 
a participant of the International Vietnam Congress in Berlin and an early 
member of the RAF, died in prison as a consequence of a hunger strike.11 He was 
the fi rst imprisoned member of a left-wing terrorist organization to die under 
the supervision of West German authorities. As a result, many left-wing critics 
saw the Federal Republic as a hotbed of repression – if not a hotbed of a newly 
ascendant fascism, as some claimed, linking their claims to similar discourses 
from 1968.12 Th is development, so it seemed, posed a danger for the whole of 
Europe. Inspired by a Marxist outlook, many observers drew the conclusion 
that West Germany, because of its economic weight, played the pioneering role 
in this process. Accordingly they projected their anxiety about the future onto 
the Federal Republic. When the Social Democrats fought the 1976 election 
under the self-confi dent slogan ‘Modell Deutschland’, these fears seemed to be 
coming true. Th e German activities in favour of a European Convention on the 
Suppression of Terrorism – which was fi nally signed by the ministers of foreign 
aff airs of 17 European states on 27 January 1977 – were interpreted by many 
left-wing critics in the same way.13

Th e New Left’s intensifi ed interest in the politics of the Federal Republic, 
accompanied by a feeling of apprehension, was above all the result of intensify-
ing transnational communication, which had its origins in the Federal Republic 
itself. However, the particular interests of the partners abroad became part of 
that communication and gained momentum. All this happened against the 
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backdrop of persons and public interest groups to the Left of the ruling Social 
Democrats, groups who were rather marginalized within the Federal Republic, 
but who increasingly used the transnational counter-public to get more public-
ity for their own concerns.14 As Dominik Rigoll has pointed out, this applies 
for example to the opponents of the so-called ‘Radikalenerlass’, which had been 
pushed through by Brandt and the minister-presidents of the German federal 
states in 1972.15 It was the activities of left-wing opponents that made the 
term ‘Berufsverbot’ known all over Europe during the second half of the 1970s. 
Th eir greatest triumph in giving that topic a European dimension was reached 
when the leader of the French Socialists, François Mitterrand, joined an Anti-
Berufsverbot committee.

Transnational Communication Strategies of the Red Army 
Faction and its Sympathizers

Not surprisingly, left-wing terrorists of the Red Army Faction and their sym-
pathizers also started attempts to involve the non-German public in their 
propaganda eff orts, not least due to their own political socialization within 
transnational contexts, including contacts with Dutschke, the radical Italian 
publisher Giangiacomo Feltrinelli and others.16 It was the defence lawyer Klaus 
Croissant who proved himself best suited to the task; quite rightly he was called 
the best PR manager the RAF ever had.17 Croissant’s strategy of letting his 
clients appear as innocent victims of political persecution, and reversing the rela-
tion between perpetrators and victims as completely as possible, had a consider-
able mobilizing eff ect. Th e message, spread in leafl ets and books both in German 
and other languages and at press conferences in Germany and abroad, worked 
quite well, especially amongst those belonging to the recently emerging alterna-
tive milieu with its pronounced distrust of the authorities. Th e situation of the 
RAF members held in solitary confi nement was described in the most drastic 
terms, with conscious recourse to the language of National Socialist perpetrators 
to describe the discourse of the government (i.e. imputing that the state was 
Nazi in its methods).18 Th is strategy, intended to heighten the pressure exerted 
on German authorities, worked especially well in those countries which looked 
back to traumatic experiences during their occupation by the Nazis and whose 
national identity was founded to a high degree on an ostentatious anti-fascism: 
the Netherlands, France and Italy.19 Quite understandably, in these societies the 
German self-image of the exemplary democrat steeled once and for all against 
any right-wing temptation had not been internalized as fast as by the majority 
of Germans. Moreover, in these countries, the divide between a libertarian left-
wing milieu and a liberal public was not as clear cut as in the Federal Republic, 
with its harsh anti-communism; also, thanks in part to the activity of famous 
intellectuals, the presence of ‘left-wing’ topics in the mass media was higher in 
those countries than in the Western part of divided Germany.
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When, in December 1974, the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, the 
incarnation of European anti-capitalist intellectual thought, visited Andreas 
Baader at Stammheim prison, it constituted a remarkable success for the Red 
Army Faction in terms of international public attention.20 Th e visit became part 
of the ‘old’ Federal Republic’s collective memory, probably mainly because of the 
fact that Sartre’s intervention was much more than a verbal comment: the phi-
losopher physically crossed the border in order to ‘check’ the democratic validity 
of German institutions on the spot, as several frequently shown photographs 
made visible to everyone.21 Th is action had a very important symbolic meaning. 
After the discussion with Baader, which had been arranged by Croissant and 
Daniel Cohn-Bendit, Sartre held a press conference at which called for the foun-
dation of international committees for the protection of political prisoners in the 
Federal Republic – an idea of the RAF defence lawyers that was soon taken up by 
left-wing lawyers in neighbouring countries and even in the USA who were eager 
to cooperate. After Sartre’s visit and before the opening of the trial against the 
founders of the RAF at Stuttgart-Stammheim in spring 1975, the West German 
government founded an inter-ministerial team to elaborate a strategy to improve 
the image of the FRG abroad, providing German embassies all over the world 
with informational material about the character of the terrorist attacks on the 
state and the correctness of the institutional response under the rule of law. One 
and a half years later, in summer 1977, Klaus Croissant himself fl ed to France 
and asked for political asylum in the motherland of the revolution. Th e request 
for extradition by the Federal Republic’s government caused a long debate in the 
French public sphere, which continued even after Croissant was fi nally extra-
dited in November. In a way, the dramatic escalation of events during these 
months, generally remembered as the ‘German Autumn’, can be considered as a 
test case for the validity of the transnational communication strategies that had 
been established by each side in the course of the preceding years. 

Indeed, in their fi ght against ‘solitary torture’ and general ‘repression’, RAF 
sympathizers did not look only to France. Th is was a fi ght in which the activities 
of legal supporters and group members who had gone underground were closely 
interconnected, as the RAF drop-out Volker Speitel would later point out.22 In 
1975, shortly before the trial in Stuttgart-Stammheim started, representatives 
of the German anti-torture committees visited Italy.23 Th eir aim was to gain 
support for their cause among a very diverse Italian Left. In addition to distribut-
ing leafl ets and information brochures to demonstrators in public places, they 
also visited local branches of the ‘Red Help’ as well as the editorial staff s of the 
most important newspapers and magazines of the Italian New Left which had 
sprung up in those years. Th ese ranged from Lotta Continua to il manifesto to 
Rosso and Controinformazione (which shortly thereafter became the organ of the 
Red Brigades). Th ese newspapers, regularly supplied with further ‘information’, 
became willing mouthpieces trumpeting the message that the Federal Republic 
was turning (semi-)fascist, while hailing the urban guerrillas as something very 
close to heroic resistance fi ghters.
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Th e Italian side took great interest in German aff airs, not least because of 
their own debate on terrorism which had grown increasingly bitter, especially 
since 1974, when the Red Brigades abducted the examining magistrate Sossi 
and declared war ‘on the heart of the state’.24 For the Italian extra-parliamentary 
Left that was fi ghting against its government’s plans to tighten existing laws, the 
‘negative’ example of the Federal Republic played an increasingly prominent 
role in its political struggle. ‘Evitiamo la germanizzazione’ the catchphrase ran: 
‘Let’s avoid Germanization’.25 Th e sinister-sounding news, spread for example 
by the much-read book Return of the Leviathan by the legal historian Christoph 
Schminck-Gustavus, fell on fertile ground with many Italian intellectuals.26 Of 
course, the impression of a de-liberalization going on within the borders of the 
Federal Republic was not completely wrong, but the complex forces and respon-
sibilities behind it were as obscure to many observers as its real impact and mean-
ing. Some of the most critical commentators had been fi ghting in the Resistenza 
and their image of Germany resulted directly from the memory of the crimes of 
the German occupiers against Italian civilians in 1944. Th e approach of viewing 
events in the Federal Republic through brown-coloured glasses had been notice-
ably reinforced by the mysterious escape of the war criminal Herbert Kappler 
from a Roman military prison a few months earlier: German responses had mas-
sively confi rmed Italian suspicions regarding the latent complicity of German 
society with Nazis and neo-Nazis. A public outcry followed.27 It could thus be 
said that in Italy (and partly in France, where left-wing observers watched the 
Kappler aff air indignantly as well) ‘German Autumn’ had already started in 
August 1977.

Moreover, for the mentors of the Italian hard Left, the Western model 
of society in general (ideologically sentenced to death long before) lost its last 
shreds of credibility in these years.28 Th is was due less to events in the Federal 
Republic, and more to numerous political scandals and irregularities during the 
fi ght against terrorism in Italy itself, above all the bomb attack on the Piazza 
Fontana in Milan in December 1969 and the aforementioned violent death of 
the innocent railway worker Pinelli, but also the fate of Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, 
whose violent death in the outskirts of Milan in March 1972 (where he had 
been trying to blow up a pylon) had given way to all kinds of suspicions and 
conspiracy theories within the Left milieu.29

In the following pages, I would like to briefl y describe how the develop-
ments outlined above culminated in the second half of 1977, when Italy almost 
experienced its own ‘German Autumn’. I want to confi ne myself to one key 
event, which received massive attention abroad: the suicides of the imprisoned 
RAF founders Andreas Baader, Gudrun Ensslin and Jan-Carl Raspe at Stuttgart-
Stammheim during the night of 17/18 October. Th is act was a response to the 
failed attempt by an allied Palestinian terrorist group to force the prisoners’ 
release by abducting a Lufthansa passenger plane. If the German authorities 
failed to meet their demands, the hijackers had threatened to blow up the 
plane along with its passengers. After the plane’s fi ve-day odyssey, the Federal 
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government fi nally ordered its anti-terrorist squad, GSG 9, to storm the Boeing 
at Mogadishu airport. All but one of the hijackers were killed.30 Despite the 
fact that Irmgard Möller – the only survivor of the so-called ‘Stammheim night 
of death’ – still denies attempting suicide, all the evidence clearly proves that 
Baader, Ensslin and Raspe had already been planning to kill themselves in case 
all attempts by comrades outside to free them should fail.31 Former leading 
members of the RAF have not only confi rmed that the prisoners took their own 
lives, but also admitted to consciously suppressing this knowledge within the 
group in order to exploit the event politically.32

Th e collective suicide, staged to look like a massacre, became a perfi dious 
propaganda weapon.33 In the coming years this political lie served two purposes: 
it helped to recruit new members, and it was also used as a justifi cation for new 
terrorist crimes, the fi rst of which was the murder of Hanns Martin Schleyer, the 
abducted president of the German Employers’ Association, on 19 October 1977. 
Th e propaganda eff orts of RAF sympathizers focused on the accusation that 
Baader, Ensslin and Raspe had been murdered, in order to disguise the fact that 
the RAF had actually suff ered a defeat in the ‘German Autumn’. ‘Without the 
Stammheim myth’, as Andreas Elter has put it, ‘the RAF most probably would 
not have been able to survive.’34

‘German Autumn’ in Italy

It soon turned out that this strategy worked even better abroad than in Germany, 
and especially in Italy, where the ‘Stammheim night of death’ made the greatest 
waves.35 South of the Alps, the social-liberal government’s counter-strategy did 
not seem to be very successful, despite frantic attempts by German authorities 
to dissipate all doubts about the suicides by calling in international experts 
to autopsy the three bodies and allowing the defendants’ attorneys to attend. 
It is a main thesis of this article that the strong reactions in Italy can only be 
explained properly by taking into account factors of both longue durée and, 
especially among the Left, the eff ects of short-term political developments.36 
Generally and almost regardless of the observer’s political attitude, the Federal 
government’s arguments met with distrust because of the deeply rooted Italian 
belief in German effi  ciency and thoroughness, especially in military matters – a 
belief quite often intermingled with subliminal fears.37 Th e successful operation 
in Mogadishu had confi rmed this conviction and therefore caused little surprise, 
whereas the government’s declaration that the prisoners had killed themselves 
with weapons of hitherto unknown origin sounded rather implausible – precisely 
because of that prejudice. Furthermore there was the habitual distance most 
Italians keep to their state, a distrust which undoubtedly belongs to the enduring 
features of that mentality as well. Whereas in the Federal Republic, inconvenient 
questions by relatives and lawyers of the dead terrorists were quickly rejected as 
irresponsible because they supposedly contributed to the creation of a legend, in 
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Italy things were diff erent: here, relatives and lawyers were perceived as counter-
balancing the offi  cial sources of information, which were generally suspected of 
being biased and lacking objectivity.38 In Italy, the doubts regarding the events 
in Stammheim, eloquently articulated by Otto Schily, Heinz Heldmann and 
especially the Dutchman Bakker Schut, were generally shared. Th is was clearly 
indicated by the fact that the leading Italian newspapers put the term ‘suicide’ 
in quotation marks, even after the autopsy had produced no indications of 
any involvement by a third party. Frequently the word suicidarsi (to commit 
suicide) was used in a transitive fashion (essere suicidati, ‘to be suicided’) thereby 
indicating that the prisoners had in fact been murdered. Th e latter phrase had 
already entered the country’s political vocabulary after Pinelli’s mysterious death 

Figure 5.1 La Repubblica, 21 Oct 1977, reprinted with permission
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at Milan police headquarters, which had troubled many political observers, espe-
cially those belonging to the Left. A visual version of this theory was created by 
Giorgio Forattini, cartoonist of the Roman daily La Repubblica.

In the same newspaper the renowned columnist Giorgio Bocca linked the 
Stammheim case with other ‘suicides’ in German history, above all during the 
Th ird Reich.39 

Whereas the left-liberal public and even the communiqués of the PCI 
(which by then was already heading for the political centre) voiced doubts and 
dark suspicions – probably best represented by Forattini’s caricature – the radi-
cal Left explicitly spoke of murder by the authorities. When dealing with the 
Federal Republic, the word ‘democracy’ was put in quotation marks. Left of 
the Communist Party, the Nazi link was not subtly invoked, rather it was made 
explicit. On 19 October, Lotta Continua headlined: ‘Baader, Ensslin and Raspe 
murdered in their cells – Schmidt administration pursues fi nal solution of the 
RAF problem with Nazi methods’. Th is version of events found its visual repre-
sentation too, as proven by the rather drastic drawing printed in a special issue of 
the Florentine extremist newspaper Nuovo Impegno.40 

Helmut Schmidt was shown in Superman’s clothes, his head a grenade, 
returning from Mogadishu to personally execute a defenceless, almost childishly 
innocent-looking Andreas Baader. Although similar images occasionally turned 
up within the German Left, few were as certain as their Italian comrades about 
what had happened in the ‘night of death’.41 Th e Italians were obviously project-
ing their own ideas and terminology, which mainly derived from their political 
struggles at home, onto the German case. In a joint communiqué for example, 
three left-wing splinter parties declared that the events in Stammheim were rem-
iniscent of ‘Pinelli’s incredible suicide’, and many political commentators from 
the Left felt the same. In a piece for the pages of Lotta Continua, the later Nobel 
prize winner Dario Fo went so far as to describe the ‘night of death’ from the 
perspective of its sole survivor, RAF member Irmgard Möller.42 Th e text worked 
as an analogy of Dario Fo’s play Accidental Death of an Anarchist, which he had 
dedicated to Pinelli. But unlike in his famous play, in the text about Stammheim 
he did not change the names of persons or places. Th e story itself was a drastic 
horror scenario about a threefold murder committed by the state. In its intro-
duction the editorial team declared that the text was not only meant to do justice 
to the three dead, but should above all help ‘to save the lives of the other 8 RAF 
prisoners’.43 Th e manifesto group too showed itself eager to prevent further cases 
of judicial murder in the Federal Republic. Under the headline ‘Germany is 
today the ill heart of Europe’, their newspaper published an appeal teeming with 
allusions to the Nazi era and demanding the rescue of ‘those imprisoned RAF 
survivors daily awaiting their suicides’.44 Within a week the appeal found more 
than a hundred signatories. Th e list of signatories, headed by the Florentine his-
torian and expert on Germany, Enzo Collotti, reads like a contemporary ‘Who’s 
Who’ of Italy’s cultural and social elite. Th e list also contained two French 
names: Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. Collotti himself became the 
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co-founder of an Italian–German Committee for the Defence of Human Rights 
in the FRG, which became quite active in the public arena.45

Despite the fact that manifesto’s appeal conveyed a rather distorted picture 
of reality, it has to be pointed out that the group’s protest was purely verbal 
and, despite its sharp tone, did not constitute a call for the use of violence but 
rather a polemic against the alleged violation of human rights by the oppos-
ing side. But such a perspective could only too easily be used as a justifi cation 
for counter-violence and it displayed remarkable ignorance towards the proven 
victims of terrorism.46 It nevertheless clearly diff ered from those voices which, 
without further ado, called for the use of counter-violence. To a third category 
belonged those violent attacks on objects and, above all, persons that actually 

Figure 5.2 ‘Extraordinary deed of the super-heroes’. Supplement to Nuovo impegno 34. 
Rivista trimestrale marxista-leninista (1977), 62
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took place. It is this relation between verbal and physical violence that poses a 
special challenge for historical analysis. In retrospective it is not easy to decide 
whether the obvious rhetorical aggressiveness of a newspaper like Lotta Continua 
functioned as a kind of safety valve for the outrage that ‘Stammheim’ had caused 
within Italy’s extremist Left or whether the demonizing of the Federal Republic 
on the one hand and the allegations of victimization of the RAF on the other 
did not in fact further escalate the situation. Lotta Continua’s attitude remained 
ambivalent, in autumn 1977 as before: they distanced themselves from political 
violence, but without withdrawing their solidarity with the perpetrators of vio-
lence (the famous ‘comrades that fail’) or denying the legitimacy of their struggle 
on principle.47 Th e radical elements of movimento ’77 – a heterogeneous protest 
movement dominated by students, which had already shocked the Italian public 
in the fi rst half of 1977 – used the events in Germany as an opportunity to stage 
a last violent upheaval before the movement imploded.48 Th e Stammheim dead 
were, as a matter of course, included in the list of their own martyrs who had 
died in violent clashes with the Italian police, and were ‘revenged’ through a 
wave of assaults on German facilities.49 Despite a ban on demonstrations by the 
minister of the interior, parts of the movement took to the streets everywhere, 
fi ghting the police under slogans like ‘10, 100, 1000 Schleyers’, ‘Baader is alive!’ 
and ‘Schmidt executioner’. During the demonstrations, leafl ets with the slogan 
‘Andreas is alive and fi ghting with us’ were distributed. Th e same leafl ets had 
already circulated before, but then carrying the names Francesco (Lo Russo) 
and Walter (Rossi), two militants of Lotta Continua that had been killed in 
the same year. On the campus of the Sapienza University of Rome, the news 
of Schleyer’s murder was greeted with cheers by the fi ve thousand assembled 
students. In nearly all major Italian towns, German consulates and cultural 
facilities, company headquarters and franchises, tourist buses and private cars 
were attacked – sometimes with petrol and other bombs, sometimes only with 
graffi  ti. Th is wave of assaults not only caused substantial damage, it also consid-
erably upset the German community in the country – especially because it was 
accompanied by massive threats. Several German authorities and Italian news 
agencies received an ultimatum by phone demanding that the German ambas-
sador Johann Arnold and his staff  leave the country within forty-eight hours if 
they wanted to escape ‘death by shooting’. Other ‘German fascists’, regardless 
of their function, had to reckon with the death penalty as well.50 Th e Florentine 
press agency ANSA received a phone call addressing ‘all Germans: We cannot let 
you perish, as you have done with us in your camps, but we will try hard’.51 As a 
precaution, German schools in Milan and Rome were closed. After death threats 
against its staff , the Goethe Institute closed down as well. Helmut Schmidt’s 
state visit, which had previously been cancelled because of the Kappler aff air, had 
to be cancelled for a second time. Even intellectuals like Rossana Rossanda had 
threatened the chancellor with a ‘hot reception’.

Paolo Franchi, analysing these outbreaks of violence for Rinascita, the 
platform of the PCI intellectuals, interpreted the events as an attempt by the 
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autonomous groups to cover their lack of a vision for the future and their grow-
ing isolation by:

behaving as if they were the only real opposition against the Historic Compromise and 
the Germanization of Italy. But not only that: In the eyes of ‘the armed party’ [partito 
armato], Stammheim has confi rmed their political theory as well as their policies on the 
ground. For an ever-growing number of people, the rule of law turns out to be mere 
fi ction, in actual fact revealing itself as a terrorist state against which armed resistance 
becomes a necessity. So in the moment of its defeat, the RAF is being presented as a 
model to follow.52

Instead of realizing the hopelessness of terrorist action, the milieu in question 
drew the fatal conclusion from the events in Stammheim that there was really no 
alternative to terrorist action because the state had completely discredited itself. 
For some militants of the crumbling movimento ’77, the never-questioned belief 
in the ‘murders’ of Stammheim possibly meant a further stage on their way into 
terrorist violence. Th e climax of this violence against the Italian state in winter 
1977/78 was still to come.

Th e Red Brigades themselves responded to the death of their comrades by 
trying to exploit it for their own purposes. In November 1977, their Strategic 
Leadership devoted many pages of an extensive ‘resolution’ to the ‘massacre’ of 
Stammheim.53 In a transparent manoeuvre, the two failed attempts to blackmail 
the state were reinterpreted as a victory. Th e authors invoked the spirit of trans-
national solidarity amongst Europe’s urban guerrillas and spoke of the coming 
united front fi ghting international imperialism. Th e brutal assault on the Stampa 
journalist Carlo Casalegno in Turin was justifi ed with the campaign he had 
allegedly led ‘against the comrades of the RAF and in favour of the Schmidt gov-
ernment’.54 After two weeks of agonizing pain, Casalegno, who had been shot in 
the face, died on 29 November 1977. Th ere had already been two prior assaults 
in Milan and Turin, where local councillors from the Christian Democrats had 
been shot in the leg in actions to support ‘the honour and glory of the murdered 
German comrades’.55 Th e perpetrators also aimed to profi t from the quickly 
established Stammheim myth.

In recent years, Italian researchers have increasingly called attention to the 
links existing between German and Italian left-wing terrorists, although this 
aspect of mutual relationships for the most part remains to be seen.56 In a similar 
fashion, cooperation and transfer of information between German and Italian 
activists can be verifi ed for nearly all the aforementioned responses.57 In this 
place, I would like to mention only the Congress against Repression staged by 
Lotta Continua and other extra-parliamentary groups in Bologna in September 
1977, because during those months it served as an important venue for transna-
tional contacts and encounters. Here Karl Heinz Roth, a former SDS function-
ary and close friend of the Italian left-wing ideologist Toni Negri, and Arndt 
Müller, Gudrun Ensslin’s lawyer, appeared on stage. In a meeting attended by 
two thousand Italians and two hundred Germans discussing ‘germanizzazione’, 
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Müller took the opportunity to rant about ‘solitary torture’ in German prisons 
and its destructive consequences (‘Vernichtungshaft’).58 As it later turned out, 
it had been Müller who smuggled into the high-security wing of Stammheim 
prison the very weapons which Baader and Raspe used to commit suicide.59 
Some Germans present in the assembly later criticized Müller’s performance in 
Bologna. In the pages of an alternative left-wing paper from Berlin, they accused 
him of openly promoting the RAF: ‘What was sickening was the way he listed 
incidents of state repression in the Federal Republic in order to fi nally present 
the only eff ective solution: the urban guerrilla. . . . He tried to convey the image 
of a united German Left headed by the RAF’.60 Another participant remarked 
that it had been the speaker’s intention to maintain ‘the ignorance of the Italians 
regarding the reality of the Federal Republic. . . . Th e stronger the simple – and 
false – image of brown Germany is supported and confi rmed amongst the Italian 
Left, especially the militant ones, the more plausible they fi nd the necessity of 
armed struggle here and now’. Th e ‘great applause’ Müller received from the 
Italian comrades made our observer feel awkward; he thought it could ‘only be 
explained by their enthusiasm for militant action. . . . I felt as if for many Italians 
we were the Chileans of Europe. It went so far that gaiety was not well received. 
How could a German still be cheerful?’61

Th e movement of 1968 brought in its wake a transnationally interconnected 
‘leftist’ subculture, united less by common aims than by a shared stereotype of 
a common enemy. Behind it stood the assumption that there existed a global 
imperialist power structure led by the United States, with the Federal Republic 
at its European centre. Th is assumption was nurtured by the shadows of the Nazi 
past which were melting together with neo-Marxist economist theories and gen-
eral fears of German economic superiority. When crossing borders, the polemics 
from within Germany, directed against the government’s anti-terrorist measures, 
turned into an important vehicle of transnational solidarity. Th is solidarity, how-
ever, rarely functioned as an end in itself. It resulted from highly selective inter-
pretations and, in the fi nal analysis, served nationally defi ned aims and interests. 
Above all it ran the risk of being exploited by advocates of violence for their own 
ends. Th ere are plenty of good reasons not to write the history of the perception 
of German left terrorism in Europe as a history of the Federal Republic ‘perse-
cuted innocence’, although the myths of systematic Vernichtungshaft and murder 
at Stammheim and other German prisons in the meantime have been decon-
structed. Critical historiography of the limits and mistakes of the institutional 
response to the challenge of terroristic violence in Germany and elsewhere still 
remains urgently in need of historical research. Th ere cannot be any doubt, how-
ever, that the echo of West Germany’s confl ict with left-wing violence within the 
European public was also a history of political instrumentalization and irrational 
fears, sometimes refl ecting more the polarization of the societies in question than 
the situation in the Federal Republic itself. Th e perception of ‘German Autumn’ 
as the autumn of democracy was a clear misunderstanding intended and wel-
comed by the enemies of the West German state. 



Th e Transnational Dimension 119

Notes

 1. See, inter alia, M. Klimke and J. Scharloth (eds). 2008. 1968 in Europe: A History of 
Protest and Activism, 1956–1977, New York: Palgrave Macmillan; I. Gilcher-Holtey 
(ed.). 2008a. 1968. Vom Ereignis zum Mythos, Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp.

 2. See, for instance, J. Habermas. 2008. ‘Die Scheinrevolution und ihre Kinder’, in 
R. Sievers (ed.), 1968– Eine Enzyklopädie, Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 318–28.

 3. S. Hemler. 2003. ‘Soziale Bewegung oder Generationskonfl ikt? Ein 
Schlichtungsvorschlag im Deutungskampf um “1968”’, Vorgänge 42, 32–40, here
37. 

 4. G. Koenen. 2001. Das rote Jahrzehnt. Unsere kleine deutsche Kulturrevolution 1967–
1977, Cologne: Kiepenheuer & Witsch. 

 5. Such a necessary continuity was suggested by many contemporary German conserva-
tive intellectuals during and after the ‘German Autumn’ of 1977, see esp. H. Lübbe. 
1978. ‘Endstation Terror. Rückblick auf lange Märsche’, in H. Geissler (ed.), Der Weg 
in die Gewalt. Geistige und gesellschaftliche Ursachen des Terrorismus und seine Folgen, 
Munich and Vienna: Olzog, 96–162. Th e conservative party tried to make political 
use of the terrorism topic throughout the 1970s, blaming social democrats for paving 
the way for political violence through their ‘weak reaction’ towards the challenge of 
the ’68ers. Th e manifold fatal consequences of this political strategy are too often over-
looked by scholars of German left-wing terrorism. As an exception, see K. Hanshew. 
2010. ‘Daring More Democracy? Internal Security and the Social Democratic Fight 
against West German Terrorism’, in Central European History 43, 117–47.

 6. M. Schmidtke. 2002. ‘1968 und die Massenmedien – Momente europäischer 
Öff entlichkeit’, in J. Requate and M. Schulze Wessel (eds), Transnationale 
Kommunikation seit dem 18. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt a. M. and New York: Campus, 
273–94; M. Klimke. 2008. ‘1968 als transnationales Ereignis’, Aus Politik und 
Zeitgeschichte 14/15, URL: http://www.bpb.de/publikationen, 4HXZHN.html, 1–9.

 7. Schmidtke, ‘1968’, 294.
 8. I. Gilcher-Holtey. 2002. ‘Der Transfer zwischen den Studentenbewegungen von 1968 

und die Entstehung einer transnationalen Gegenöff entlichkeit’, in H. Kaelble et al. 
(eds), Transnationale Öff entlichkeiten und Identitäten im 20. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt a. 
M. and New York: Campus, 303–25.

 9. See R.I. Jobs. 2009. ‘Youth Movements: Travel, Protest, and Europe in 1968’, American 
Historical Review 113(2), 376–404. Jobs interprets 1968 as ‘a signifi cant moment in the 
cultural history of European integration’, stressing the naissance of an ‘international 
identity’ based upon ‘transnational travel and a voluntary shared purpose’; for the quo-
tations see 376, 403.

10. An important precursor and motor of this development was the famous Kursbuch mag-
azine edited by Hans Magnus Enzensberger – see H. Marmulla. 2007. ‘Das Kursbuch. 
Nationale Zeitschrift, internationale Kommunikation, transnationale Öff entlichkeit’, 
in M. Klimke and J. Scharloth (eds), 1968. Handbuch zur Kultur- und Mediengeschichte 
der Studentenbewegung, Stuttgart: Metzler, 37–47.

11. For an astute analysis of the hunger strikes practised by the RAF as ‘performative 
moments’ within a strategy of continuing their political fi ght from within the prison 
walls, see L. Passmore. 2009. ‘Th e Art of Hunger: Self-Starvation in the Red Army 
Faction’, German History 27, 32–59.



120 Petra Terhoeven

12. Already in August 1973, Kursbuch had published an issue entitled ‘Torture in FRG’ 
which Enzensberger retrospectively called ‘one of the worst things’ of his personal 
political past, and one he still felt extremely uneasy with; see W. Kraushaar. 2006. 
‘“Sie hatten nie eine politische Forderung . . .” Ein Gespräch mit dem Schriftsteller 
Hans Magnus Enzensberger über die Hintergründe der RAF’, in W. Kraushaar (ed.), 
Die RAF und der linke Terrorismus, 2 vols, Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, vol. 2, 
1392–411, 1399.

13. As an example of German criticism, see Antifaschistische Gruppe Hamburg (ed.). 1977. 
Europäische Konvention zur Bekämpfung des Terrorismus. Arbeitsmaterial, Hamburg: 
Selbstverlag. 

14. Th e appealing to a broader public beyond national borders can be regarded as typical 
strategy of relatively weak groups in order to overcome their isolation within the national 
context – see J. Requate and M. Schulze Wessel. 2002. ‘Europäische Öff entlichkeit. 
Realität und Imagination einer appellativen Instanz’, in Requate and Schulze Wessel, 
Transnationale Kommunikation, 11–42. 

15. D. Rigoll. 2006. ‘Die Demokratie der anderen. Der Radikalenerlass von 1972 und die 
Debatte um die “Berufsverbote” – International vergleichende und transfergeschicht-
liche Aspekte’, in J. Calließ (ed.). Die Geschichte des Erfolgsmodells BRD im internatio-
nalen Vergleich. Loccumer Protokolle 24/05, Rehburg-Loccum: Evangelische Akademie 
Loccum, 173–77; see also G. Braunthal. 1990. Political Loyalty and Public Service in 
West Germany: Th e 1972 Decree against Radicals and the Consequences, Amherst, MA: 
University of Massachusetts Press. Retrospectively, Willy Brandt as well as Helmut 
Schmidt considered the introduction of the ‘Radikalenerlass’ to be a political mistake. 
In the following years it led to about 1.4 million calls to the Federal Offi  ce for the 
Protection of the Constitution for information (‘Regelanfragen’) about candidates for 
public service, creating a strong feeling of uncertainty among young university gradu-
ates. From 1976 onwards, the decree was only applied in those federal states that were 
ruled by Christian Democrats. 

16. Th e transnational dimension of the complex communication processes generated by 
terrorism has so far been almost completely neglected by researchers. Robert Gerwarth 
and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt recently spoke of ‘a surprisingly understudied fi eld of histor-
ical research’, see Gerwarth and Haupt. 2007. ‘Internationalising Historical Research 
on Terrorist Movements in Twentieth-Century Europe – Introduction’, European 
Review of History – Revue européenne d´Histoire 14(3), 275–81, 275. As a last example 
of the complete ignorance of the international factor in the history of the Red Army 
Faction, see the generally inspiring study of A. Elter. 2008. Propaganda der Tat. Die 
RAF und die Medien, Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp. Other scholars have reduced transna-
tional communication between and about left-wing terrorists to a mere criminological 
problem, neglecting its important political dimension. Very helpful, however, are the 
considerations of M. Dahlke. 2007. ‘Der blinde Fleck. Transnationaler und nationaler 
Terrorismus auf dem Weg zum “Deutschen Herbst”,’ in J.-H. Kirsch and A. Vowinckel 
(eds), Die RAF als Geschichte und Gegenwart, URL: http://www.zeitgeschichte-online.
de/zol/portals/_rainbow/documents/pdf/raf/dahlke_dbf.pdf. 

17. Elter, Propaganda, 192.
18. Th e conditions experienced by the RAF prisoners varied considerably over the course 

of their incarceration, from prison to prison and from inmate to inmate. Whereas 
it is evident that the members of the so-called ‘fi rst generation’ imprisoned in 



Th e Transnational Dimension 121

Stuttgart-Stammheim enjoyed remarkable privileges inaccessible to other inmates from 
1975 onwards, Ulrike Meinhof and Astrid Proll had suff ered terribly under earlier prison 
conditions in the cells of the so-called ‘dead wing’ of the prison in Cologne-Ossendorf, 
conditions that were moderated only after harsh public protest – see M. Jander. 2006. 
‘Isolation. Zu den Haftbedingungen der RAF-Gefangenen’, in Kraushaar, RAF, 973–
93. Speculations about systematic medical experiments (‘white torture’) to which the 
prisoners were allegedly subjected turned out to be mere fantasies – see G. Koenen, 
‘Camera Silens. Das Phantasma der “Vernichtungshaft”’, in ibid., 994–1010. 

19. On the Dutch case, see J. Pekelder. 2007. Sympathie voor de RAF. De Rote Armee 
Fraktion in Nederland, 1970–1980, Amsterdam: Mets & Schilt. 

20. See, however, W. Kraushaar. 2008. ‘Sartre in Stammheim. Zur Genese eines 
deutsch-französischen Mißverständnisses’, Lettre International 80, 50–56, who stresses 
the negative response of the German public.

21. Th e world wide web is full of photographic material illustrating the visit. For the 
latest citation in the mass media, see Der Spiegel, 4 Feb 2013, p. 44. For another 
example, see B. Peters. 2007. Tödlicher Irrtum. Die Geschichte der RAF, Frankfurt: 
Fischer, 330. 

22. V. Speitel. 1980. ‘Wir wollten alles und gleichzeitig nichts’, Der Spiegel 31, 36–49; 32, 
30–39; 33, 30–36.

23. Hamburger Institut für Sozialforschung, RAF Collection, 1st generation, RA 01/009, 
002.

24. D. Moss. 1989. Th e Politics of Left-Wing Violence in Italy, 1969–85, Houndmills: 
Macmillan. 

25. Among the many examples, see Lotta Continua, 25 Mar 1978, Evitiamo la 
Germanizzazione. 

26. C.U. Schminck-Gustavus. 1977. La rinascita del Leviatano: crisi delle libertà politiche 
nella Repubblica Federale Tedesca, Milan: Feltrinelli. Th e book had been preceded by 
several articles of the same tone. 

27. On the reactions of the Italian public to the Kappler case, see J. Staron. 2002. Fosse 
Ardeatine und Marzabotto. Deutsche Kriegsverbrechen und Resistenza. Geschichte und 
nationale Mythenbildung in Deutschland und Italien, Paderborn: Schöningh, 285–308; 
E.S. Kuntz. 1997. Konstanz und Wandel von Stereotypen. Deutschlandbilder in der ital-
ienischen Presse nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg, Frankfurt a. M.: Lang, 291–309. On 
German–Italian relations in that period in general, see A. Missiroli, ‘Italia-Germania, 
le affi  nità selettive’, il mulino XLIV, Dec 1995, 26–40; G. Corni. 2004. ‘Il modello 
tedesco visto dall’Italia’, in A. Giovagnoli and G. Del Zanna (eds), Il mondo visto dall´I-
talia, Milan: Guerini e Associati, 34–54.

28. M. Tolomelli. 2006. Terrorismo e società. Il pubblico dibattito in Italia e in Germania 
negli anni settanta, Bologna: Il Mulino, esp. 176–81.

29. On the eff ects of the Piazza Fontana bombing on the Italian extra-parliamentarian left, 
see L. Manconi. 2008. Terroristi italiani, Milan: Rizzoli, 27–44; on Feltrinelli and the 
reactions to his death, see A. Grandi. 2000. Feltrinelli. La dinastia, il rivoluzionario, 
Milan: Baldini & Castoldi. 

30. On the course of events, see K. Pfl ieger. 2007. Die Rote Armee Fraktion – RAF – 
14.5.1970 bis 20.4.1998, 2nd edn, Baden-Baden: Nomos, 87–178.

31. S. Aust. 2008. Der Baader-Meinhof-Komplex, 3rd edn, Hamburg: Hoff mann & Campe, 
768–871. Aust has provided circumstantial evidence that the prisoners could have 



122 Petra Terhoeven

been the object of bugging by the authorities within their cells, a presumption that can 
neither be confi rmed nor disproved so far. 

32. See T. Wunschik. 1997. Baader-Meinhofs Kinder. Die zweite Generation der RAF, 
Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 278–82.

33. Ibid., 278–284.
34. Elter, Propaganda, 183.
35. Th ere were strong reactions in France and Greece as well, but of much lower intensity 

than in Italy. See, for instance, ‘Gewalttaten und antideutsche Demonstrationen in 
mehreren Ländern’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 20 Oct 1977. 

36. It goes without saying that this short article cannot off er more than a rough survey in 
need of further contextualization and diff erentiation. For an updated and more detailed 
refl ection, see P. Terhoeven. 2014. Deutscher Herbst in Europa. Der Linksterrorismus der 
70er Jahre als transnationales Phänomen, Munich: Oldenbourg.

37. On images and stereotypes of ‘the’ Germans in Europe at that time see M. Koch-
Hillebrecht. 1977. Das Deutschenbild. Gegenwart, Geschichte, Psychologie, Munich: 
C.H. Beck; on the Italian case, see 43–55. 

38. On the pages of the Kursbuch of March 1978, Peter Schneider published a text of great 
interest, confronting the reactions to the ‘Stammheim night of death’ in the Federal 
Republic with the ones in Italy (his adopted place of residence), sharply criticizing 
both of them. According to Schneider, north of the Alps no one dared to question the 
offi  cial version, whereas in the South no one accepted it as a matter of principle – see 
P. Schneider. 1978. ‘Der Sand an Baaders Schuhen’, Kursbuch 51, 1–16.

39. G. Bocca, ‘Una fosca tragedia tedesca’, La Repubblica, 19 Oct 1977. 
40. Straordinarie imprese dei super-eroi, drawing by F. Mariniello, in La notte che salvò la 

democrazia. Stammheim – Mogadiscio 1977. La grande stampa informa e commenta. 
Supplemento al n. 34 del ‘Nuovo impegno’. Rivista trimestrale marxista-leninista (1977), 
62.

41. In 1980, Gerhard Schmidtchen examined the persistence of the ‘Stammheim myth’ 
among West German youth. According to his numbers, only 9 per cent among the 
16 to 35-year-old Germans did not believe in the suicide of the Stammheim inmates 
– see Schmidtchen. 1983. ‘Jugend und Staat. Übergänge von der Bürger-Aktivität zur 
Illegalität’, in Bundesministerium des Innern (ed.), Analysen zum Terrorismus. Gewalt 
und Legitimität, vol. 4/1, Opladen: Leske und Budrich, 314. Immediately after the 
Stammheim deaths, the federal government asked the Infas Institute to hold a survey 
on public opinion about the events. According to this survey based on eight hundred 
people questioned between 24 October and 13 November, the number of ‘doubters’ was 
14 per cent. See Archiv der Sozialen Demokratie der Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Helmut-
Schmidt-Archiv, box 10018. Of course, the murder version found believers inside the 
German Left as well. Doubts were spread particularly by some of the RAF’s lawyers 
– see P. Bakker Schut. 1986. Stammheim. Der Prozess gegen die Rote Armee Fraktion. 
Die notwendige Korrektur der herrschenden Meinung. Kiel: Neuer Malik-Verlag; K.-H. 
Weidenhammer. 1988. Selbstmord oder Mord? Das Todesermittlungsverfahren: Baader, 
Ensslin, Raspe. Kiel: Neuer Malik Verlag.

42. D. Fo, ‘Accadde domani’, Lotta Continua, 23–24 Oct 1977.
43. Ibid., Introduction of the editors. Th e play Morte accidentale di un anarchico itself was 

translated into German by Peter Chotjewitz, a close friend of Klaus Croissant, just a few 
weeks after the death of the Stammheim inmates (probably not by chance).



Th e Transnational Dimension 123

44. ‘L’appello del manifesto’, il manifesto, 26 Oct 1977.
45. See the archives of the Roman Fondazione Basso, Serie 19, fasc. 28. 
46. Th is was pointed out by several Italian observers of diff erent political orientations as 

well; see for instance the articles ‘Giudizi ambigui’, in Il Popolo, 21 Oct 1977; and ‘Dove 
porta il rifl esso anti-tedesco’, in La Voce Repubblicana, 27 Oct 1977.

47. Th e most convincing reconstruction of the history of Lotta Continua is A. Cazzullo. 
2006. I ragazzi che volevano fare la rivoluzione. Storia critica di Lotta Continua 1968–
1978, Milan: Sperling & Kupfer.

48. On the 1977 movement and its place within a history of the Italian Left, see 
L. Annunziata. 2007. 1977. L’ultima foto di famiglia, Turin: Einaudi; and M. Grispigni. 
2006. 1977, Rome: manifestolibri. 

49. On the history of these events generally, see the detailed reporting of all Italian news-
papers of the time. Th e particularly severe incidents in Rome immediately after the 
suicides in Stammheim are described in ‘Guerriglia a San Lorenzo, molotov, colpi di 
pistola, pullman in fi amme’, Il Messaggero, 21 Oct 1977. 

50. A. Ferrari, ‘Quelli che sui muri inneggiano a Baader’, Corriere della Sera, 23 Oct 1977.
51. ‘Attentati anti-tedeschi in Italia’, Corriere della Sera, 22 Oct 1977.
52. P. Franchi, ‘Il ‚movimento’ dopo Stammheim’, Rinascita, 4 Nov 1977. 
53. ‘Risoluzione della direzione strategica delle BR, novembre 1977’, in L. Ruggiero (ed.), 

2007. Dossier Brigate Rosse. Le BR sanguinarie di Moretti, documenti, comunicati e cen-
sure, Milan: Kaos edizioni, 130–61; for the references to the German comrades, see 
147–61.

54. ‘Comunicato diff uso dalle BR il 16 novembre 1977’, quoted in Ruggiero, Dossier Brigate 
Rosse, 168–72, here 169.

55. ‘A due giorni dall’attentato dal milanese Arienti sei colpi di rivoltella a Torino contro un 
altro consigliere dc’, Corriere della Sera, 26 Oct 1977.

56. See esp. V. Satta. 2007. ‘I collegamenti internazionali del terrorismo rosso italiano’, 
Nuova Storia Contemporanea 6, 23–52.

57. For details, see P. Terhoeven. 2010. ‘Deutscher Herbst in Italien. Die italienische 
Linke und die “Todesnacht von Stammheim”’, in P. Terhoeven (ed.), Italien, Blicke. 
Neue Perspektiven der italienischen Geschichte, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
185–208. 

58. For the numbers, see ID-Informationsdienst no. 197, 23. 
59. See Speitel, ‘Wir wollten alles’, Spiegel 32, 37; Pfl ieger, Rote Armee Fraktion, 75.
60. ID-Informationsdienst no. 197, 20–27, 23.
61. Ibid., 22.



6
Feminist Echoes of 1968

Women’s Movements in Europe and the United States

Kristina Schulz

What was the legacy of ‘1968’ with regard to gender relations? Was it a turning 
point in the history of gender roles and gender identity in the Western world? 
If so, does this turn support the idea of 1968 as a ‘revolution of perception’? 
Th is is the main question of this chapter. Th ere are a variety of perspectives on 
the legacy of 1968 as to gender relations. Whereas some commentators insist 
on the infl uence of 1968, others deny the catalytic eff ect of the protest wave in 
this area.1 Such divergent accounts result from diff erent ideological standpoints 
but may also refl ect an analytical problem. It is diffi  cult to diff erentiate between 
changes that can be attributed to the action of protest movements and those 
changes that must be imputed to other factors of social transformation. In order 
to refl ect on the consequences and echoes of 1968 with regard to gender rela-
tions, the focus of this chapter is on the impact of the 1968 protest movement 
on a subsequent social movement, the women’s liberation movement. But what 
exactly was the importance of the 1968 protest movement for the emergence of 
the women’s movement? Two approaches dominate the historiography of this 
relationship. Th e fi rst assumes that female activists’ transition from one move-
ment to another was self-evident. Th is position views the women’s liberation 
movements as one of the most visible (positive) outcomes of the 1968 protest 
movement. Th e second position denies that the 1968 protest movement had 
any impact on the emergence of the 1970s women’s liberation movement. In 
contrast to such absolute opinions (which, as we shall see, also determine femi-
nist memories of 1968), this chapter will highlight the fundamentally ambiva-
lent character of the relationship between 1968 and the women’s  liberation 
movement.
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Th e chapter will begin by outlining the analytical frame of the exploration, 
which is infl uenced by social movement theory, especially by refl ections about 
the end of social movements. Based on fi ndings from research on the French, 
West German, Swiss and North American cases, I will treat three aspects related 
to the relationship between New Left thought, the New Left student movement 
around 1968 and the women’s liberation movement: fi rst of all, the cognitive 
orientation of the 1968 protest movement with regard to gender relations; sec-
ondly, the contribution of the 1968 protest movement to the women’s move-
ment’s remarkable dynamics of mobilization in the early 1970s; and thirdly, the 
role that 1968 played in the narratives of women’s movements. 

Analytical Frame: 1968 as Micro-Mobilization Context

What happens with movement organizations, groups and individuals once they 
cease being part of a ‘network of mobilized networks’?2 Joachim Raschke distin-
guishes between three possible types of movement decline:3 (1) dissolution of 
movement organizations to a large extent and absence of non-organized move-
ment behaviour, (2) institutionalization of a movement, or (3) transformation 
into a subsequent movement. With regard to 1968 we might add (4) terrorism 
or, in the Weberian sense, ‘sects’ as a fourth type. As to our question, it makes 
sense to consider type three. Whereas institutionalization is characterized by 
a voluntary self-limitation of movement activists to organizational and inter-
organizational behaviour and to a programmatic agreement, transformation into 
a subsequent movement may be connected to the building of new informal 
organizational structures and a thematic amplifi cation of claims. Th is is, so goes 
my argument, what happened in the case of the emerging women’s liberation 
movement.

Analytically speaking, the women’s movement and the 1968 protest move-
ment can be seen as ‘social movements’: groups and networks characterized by 
a collective identity, which challenge the political and/or societal order in order 
to produce, prevent or reverse social change by the means of public protest.4 
For the present refl ection on the consequences and eff ects of 1968 with regard 
to the women’s movement, one observation is crucial: ‘Th ere are more reasons 
for social movements than social movements themselves’.5 So why and when do 
social movements occur? Social movement scholars have given diff erent answers. 
With respect to the women’s movement, three approaches seem to be fruit-
ful. First, the structural change approach: there is no doubt that changes on 
the labour market (or, as Jane Jenson, Elisabeth Hagen and Ceallaigh Reddy 
put it, ‘the feminization of labour force’)6 and the expansion of the education 
system since the late 1950s have strongly infl uenced women’s conditions of 
life in Western societies. Th ese developments favoured the emergence of a new 
generation of well-educated women with aspirations beyond a lifelong existence 
as mothers, spouses and housewives. Th e fi rst feminist activists came precisely 
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from these milieus; not all, but many pioneering women’s groups met in or close 
to universities, before the movement spread out into rural areas and beyond 
academic middle-class activism. Th is does not deny the existence of preceding 
working-class or black activism,7 it only shows that the core groups of the 1970s 
women’s liberation movement in the formative phase of the social movement 
were dominated by women who, by their civil status and their educational 
background, belonged to a social avant-garde. Second, the socio-psychological 
approach: the concept of ‘relative deprivation’, developed in the 1960s and dif-
ferentiated since,8 is still useful in order to understand women’s growing and 
collective discontent with the fact that neither the feminization of labour nor 
the feminization of higher education had put an end to ongoing discrimination 
against women. Th e structural change approach and the concept of ‘relative 
deprivation’ contribute therefore to explaining the emergence of new women’s 
movement.9

But if such macro-sociological perspectives allow one to explain the social 
composition of the women’s liberation movement in its formative phase, they 
do not give an explanation as to its organizational forms and action strategies. 
So there is a third approach. Assuming that the 1968 protest movements pro-
foundly infl uenced the women’s liberation movement, then an actor-centred 
approach seems to be the most apt. When historians take this point of view, they 
put the accent on the fact that the outcome of specifi c historical situations is not 
predetermined (though aff ected) by structural conditions, but action arises in 
the course of a series of more or less random encounters. Th us, such outcomes 
can be rather contingent. Applied to social movement research, an actor-centred 
perspective focuses on the dynamic side of protest. It does not disclaim the 
structural reasons for collective protest but, when trying to explain why it occurs 
concretely, it takes into account social processes and interpersonal encounters, 
especially when it takes the forms of a confl ict or of identity formation pro-
cesses.10 In my view this is exactly the perspective we need in order to understand 
why women’s groups emerged within the 1968 protest movement and why they 
opted for an autonomous, women-only mode of organization. But how can 
historians analyse such processes?

At the end of the 1980s, Doug McAdam, John McCarthy, and Mayer N. 
Zald put forward the idea of developing ‘conceptual bridges’ in order to over-
come the strict separation between, on the one hand, macro-sociological expla-
nations concerning the emergence of collective protest phenomena and, on the 
other hand, perspectives on micro-level processes.11 Th ey suggest studying the 
link between macro processes and individual actors by analysing mobilization 
contexts in small, clear units. Th ese ‘micro-mobilization contexts’ are defi ned 
as ‘any small group setting in which processes of collective attribution are com-
bined with rudimentary forms of organization to produce mobilization for col-
lective action’.12 Th e concept aims at determining the structural space for protest 
activity. It focuses on social formations, allowing one to identify the dynamics of 
structured group processes, such as socio-psychological mechanisms, repartitions 
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of competences and roles, modes of communication, and even elements of posi-
tive reinforcement ‘rewarding’ actors for their participation in protest activities. 

However, collective mobilization is encouraged not only by the presence of 
local group structures or milieus providing rudiments of organization but also 
by the circulation of ideas and elements of an interpretative framework. Th e 
concept of micro-mobilization context also opens up a second dimension: that of 
collective consciousness and its transformation through collective mobilization. 
Following McAdam, collective interpretative patterns of reality develop prefer-
entially in small group settings. Here the concept of micro-mobilization context 
can be connected with the overall question of a possible ‘revolution of percep-
tion’. We then have to ask to what extent the 1968 protest movement off ered a 
cognitive frame for women to think their own liberation. 

The Place of Women in New Left Thought and Praxis

Dissident left intellectuals began to criticize old left positions in many countries, 
starting in the second half of the 1950s. Th ese intellectuals, who C. Wright Mills 
in 1960 addressed with foresight as the ‘New Left’,13 entered in communication 
with a wider public and with each other through newly created journals such as 
Das Argument and Neue Kritik in West Germany, Arguments in France, and the 
New Left Review in Great Britain. New Left criticism of the traditional left par-
ties was manifold.14 Recently, Timothy Brown pointed out again that one of the 
central aims of the New Left was to overcome the separation between the private 
and the political.15 But if women’s emancipation only occasionally entered the 
political agenda, that was also the case of the New Left, where the situation of 
women only rarely became a subject of concern. Th is was, for example, the case 
in the German Das Argument, which already in 1962/63 published a series of 
articles about the ‘Emanzipation der Frau’ (Women’s Emancipation).

If the Argument series on women was exceptional, another issue related 
to gender relations was instead all the more central to New Left thinking: the 
revolutionary potential of sexuality. New interpretations of psychoanalysis and 
sexual revolution circulated. Th e psychoanalytical paradigm had become the 
object of post-structuralist and New Left criticism since the late 1950s. French 
heterodox psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901–1991) and his disciples contrib-
uted to the expansion of psychoanalysis as a therapeutic practice. Elements of 
it were largely popularized and took the form of small group discussions about 
sexuality.16 Reimut Reiche and other leaders of the West German 1968 pro-
test movement, especially what became its anti-authoritarian wing, studied and 
developed further the ideas that Wilhelm Reich had developed in his famous 
book on the Sexual Revolution.17 Both (post-)structuralist and New Left thought 
infl uenced the theoretical conceptualization of social transformation present in 
New Left movements from the late 1960s onwards. Of course, movement activ-
ists were not passive recipients of those texts. Th ey were instead involved in 
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creative processes in which theoretical elements of the early Frankfurt School, of 
classical socialist thinking, of surrealism, situationism, and psychoanalysis were – 
 sometimes in very diff erent ways – combined.

Th ere is another very important precondition for the question of gender 
becoming conceivable in connection to New Left transformation strategy: 
whereas for the Old Left socialist and communist parties revolution was a 
long-term objective to be reached by means of mass instruction and organiza-
tion through party intervention, New Left activists believed in the convincing 
power of direct, provocative actions and experimental anticipation of a future 
society’s organization. Th e new transformation strategy was connected to new 
modes of organization, favouring decentralized and informal forms of organiza-
tion ‘from below’ over party organization ‘from above’. In this way, the 1968 
protest movement constituted an alternative to traditional political engagement 
in parties or unions, a form of engagement that for so long had excluded female 
citizens. 

But the link between New Left ideas and women’s liberation is more com-
plex than just having opened an intellectual space that allowed seeing women as 
potential actors in the transformation of society. Around 1968, a so-called ‘revo-
lutionary practice’ within the protest movement also gave women more room for 
manoeuvre (Handlungsräume). Th is will now be explored with respect to three 
aspects of New Left transformation strategy: the ‘revolution’ in everyday life, the 
‘revolution’ in child-rearing, and the question of women’s emancipation. Th e 
following aspects are essentially drawn from the West German context. Against 
the backdrop of the Nazi past, works on the ‘authoritarian personality’ especially 
were intensively discussed in the German student movement.18 Th ese ideas of 
the so-called ‘anti-authoritarian’ wing became the dominant faction in the West 
German protest movement during 1967/68 and were, for a short time, success-
ful in defi ning the direction and the means of protest.19 Th e anti-authoritarian 
activists believed that society could only be changed by breaking a ‘chain of 
reproduction’ of what they called (referring to Adorno) the ‘authoritarian per-
sonality’. Given this, they criticized institutions that were classifi ed as repressive, 
including (amongst others) family and marriage, and realized diff erent forms of 
self-organization in counter-institutions. 

From the anti-authoritarian point of view, communes were the ideal setting 
for a ‘revolution of everyday life’, because they would allow one to establish 
anti-repressive relationships beyond traditional family structures and ‘to under-
mine repression of the state’.20 Th e communes were seen as an element of a 
transformation strategy that realized ‘the future in the present’.21 Th ey were part 
of a network of counter-institutions, such as the ‘critical university’, that aimed 
at practising an anti-authoritarian style of communication and cohabitation in 
order to anticipate ‘new forms of social life’, to change ‘interpersonal relation-
ships’ and to overcome the ‘gap between private life and political engagement’.22 
Th e new forms of cohabitation were perceived as a big change from what leftist 
student activists had experienced so far:
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Before, when I wanted to dance, I went to someone who wanted to throw a party. It 
is known that leftists cannot party, because planning a party from A to Z is repugnant 
to them. . . . In the commune, dancing, hanging out, talking, moving, not to mention 
mutual tenderness, is part of everyday life, arises out of the general atmosphere.23

Th e communes criticized the bourgeois family as a pure ‘unit of consump-
tion’24 and tried to give as much importance to overcoming exploitation and 
alienation in the arena of reproduction as in the arena of production. Th ey stood 
for the attempt to combine revolutionary theory and practice in life and work. 
From the commune’s perspective, the ‘revolution of the present conditions’ 
(Revolution der Verhältnisse) had to take place not only in the realm of state poli-
tics but also in the ‘private space, in family life and in education’.25 One of the 
fi rst communes was ‘Kommune 2’, founded in 1967 in West Berlin. Members 
of Kommune 2 openly criticized the situation of the female members of the 
Socialist Students’ League (Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund, SDS), point-
ing out that they would have no more then a ‘decorative function’ within it. Th e 
commune’s goal was to avoid a ‘division of tasks and duties according to age 
and sex’,26 because its members were convinced that by assigning specifi c roles 
to men and women, important ‘forms of perception, possibilities of expression 
and productive faculties’27 would get lost. Members of Kommune 2 discovered 
that ‘there is no biological diff erence between men and women when it comes to 
pleasure and the ability to cook, to dance, to pick a dress, to express a need for 
tenderness’.28 An alternative division of responsibilities in the shared household 
was one starting point of this commune’s attempt to realize a radical change in 
gender relations. Another was to overcome the dogma of monogamy. Against 
the model of classical marriage, Kommune 2 propagated forms of living together 
where each commune member could express his or her need for tenderness, 
security and sexuality in an open way and independently from couple constella-
tions. Couples tried to avoid a retreat into ‘bourgeois’ tête-à-tête intimacy. From 
that arose the idea of collective dorms and open bedrooms without doors. To 
summarize: the commune’s understanding of a revolutionary practice was based 
on the idea that the changing of roles and the abandoning of fi xed, monogamous 
partnerships were able to induce a broader change in the relationship between 
men and women. Th ese ideas aff ected other fl ats and shared living communities 
of this kind.

Th e second aspect where New Left thought aff ected gender relations was the 
idea of a ‘revolution’ in child-rearing. Th e communes developed a substantial the-
oretical standpoint with regard to this. Th is was especially the case of Kommune 
2, which served as an example for similar experiments. Its point of departure was 
the critique of the bourgeois family model (bürgerliche Zwangsfamilie).29 Family 
was perceived as the ‘most important agent of the capitalist regime’ because of its 
‘authoritarian and prudish (lustfeindlich) style of raising children’.30 Members of 
Kommune 2 outlined: ‘Th e average nuclear family produces aff ectionate individ-
uals that are fi xated on infantile needs and irrational authorities’.31 In contrast, 
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the commune’s major goal of child-rearing was the autonomy of the child. Th is 
aim was to be reached by new forms of collective everyday life that would break 
with the idea of the father–mother–child unit as the primary institution of edu-
cation. Instead, all community members were to have the same responsibility for 
childcare. Th is should provide the opportunity for the children to build up ‘close 
relationships with several adults’ and to share ‘desires and fears’32 with other 
individuals as well as their own parents. Based on basic psychoanalytical fi ndings 
as provided by Sigmund and Anna Freud as well as the works of Wilhelm Reich, 
Vera Schmidt and Reimut Reiche, the commune developed ideas that were 
opposed to traditional principles of child-rearing such as obedience and order. 
Th e commune pleaded for a relationship between adults and children that was 
free from aggression and moralization, especially concerning the child’s sexual 
development. In contrast to the bourgeois family that, following the commune, 
had become an instrument of capitalism, the commune refused to buy toys. Th e 
abundance of playthings in children’s rooms, they argued, ‘correlates with the 
ban on using objects from the adult world as material to play with’.33 Th e ‘revo-
lution in child-rearing’ towards which the commune strove embraced both the 
educating person and the child. A child’s deviant behaviour was not judged as 
‘wrong’ and punished, but interpreted as the expression of desires. As such they 
had to be taken seriously. Th is was also one of the education principles of the 
alternative day-care projects that developed within the 1968 protest movement.

Day-care centres for early childhood education existed not only in 
Germany, where the Kinderläden became a real ‘movement’ in the 1970s – 
the so-called ‘antiautoritäre Kinderladenbewegung’ (anti-authoritarian child 
day-care movement). Th ey developed also in other countries such as France.34 
‘Anti-authoritarian’ in this understanding meant, in the fi rst place, being out of 
reach of the authorities in charge of early childhood education: the church, the 
state and, of course, the bourgeois family. Furthermore, the kindergartens were 
conceived as part of a greater project of social transformation. From the anti-
authoritarian point of view, rigidity and repression in traditional child-rearing 
severely compromised the free development of an individual by causing a lack 
of willpower and promoting voluntary subordination. Against this nefarious 
development, the Kinderläden defended pedagogical principles emphasizing the 
child’s autonomy and freedom.

Th e Kinderläden are especially interesting with regard to the women’s move-
ment, because they were, in the German case, invented by a women’s activist 
group, the Committee for Women’s Liberation (Aktionsrat zur Befreiung der 
Frauen). Its goal was to ‘overcome the isolation of mothers’35 and to politicize 
women:

Th e Aktionsrat zur Befreiung der Frauen . . . is trying to change, on a practical and on a 
theoretical level, the reactionary role that women have played so far in class struggles. As 
one very important element, we became aware that we have to fi ght against the bourgeois 
family, and to do so at any place that confi rms and strengthens ideologically the structure 
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of the contemporary family: kindergartens, schools, training centres. To fi ght against 
the bourgeois family means at the same time to develop new forms of education which 
liberate children from the family.36

Th e fact is that when the women’s movement emerged a couple of years 
after the decomposition of the 1968 protest movement, questions of childcare 
were hardly at the centre of feminist considerations, the ubiquitous theme being 
abortion. But it is also true that the Committee for Women’s Liberation brought 
together questions of child-rearing and women’s control of their own bodies 
by means of abortion and contraception, and perceived both aspects as funda-
mentally political questions. Th e questions of childcare and education made it 
necessary to reconsider socialist theory from a feminist point of view. Moreover, 
it was within the scope of the rising Kinderladenbewegung that fathers started to 
become interested in concrete questions of child-rearing, and asked to be part of 
it. Recent research on fatherhood and parenting in West Germany has shown 
that paternal authority had been questioned in progressive lay Christian circles 
as early as the late 1950s.37 But it has also revealed that rethinking fatherhood ‘in 
the shadow of man-made mass death’38 remained within the limits of the tradi-
tional monogamist, heterosexual and patriarchal model of the bourgeois family. 
Referring to preceding attempts to reconceptualize parent–child relations in a 
radical manner, such as Wilhelm Reich’s and Vera Schmidt’s psychoanalytical 
approaches from the interwar era, the anti-authoritarian day-care centres criti-
cized this bourgeois family ideal and off ered alternative modes of child-rearing39 
that would eventually aff ect gender relations. Finally, the women’s group organ-
izing the fi rst Kinderläden in Berlin in 1968 supported very actively the struggle 
for free abortion in 1971. Revolution in everyday life and revolution in child-
rearing were part of a bigger project of the 1968 protest movement: to overcome 
the separation of the private and the political, and to declare the private political. 

Th ere was a third aspect where the 1968 protest movement also opened up 
an intellectual space for the new women’s movement: the question of women’s 
emancipation. Th e aforementioned 1962/63 series of articles on ‘Emancipation 
of the Woman: Sexuality and Power’40 shows particularly well how New Left 
thinking combined the selective reception of orthodox Marxist positions with 
the appropriation of new intellectual orientations.41 Th e topic brought together 
more than twenty contributions. Th e authors, young (male) leftist intellectuals, 
made use of contemporary concepts such as Herbert Marcuse’s notion of ‘repres-
sion’ or the notion of ‘authority’ of the Frankfurt School, and linked them to 
classical socialist theory. Das Argument off ered diff erent points of departure for 
the analyses of women’s repression in modern society. Most of them followed 
the position of historic materialism by pointing out the role of capitalism in 
women’s oppression. Th eir argument was that whereas, a priori, industrialization 
had provided the conditions for women’s emancipation, in fact it created a situ-
ation of double submission for women: in the hierarchical relationship between 
man and wife and in the powerlessness of the employee against the employer, 
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the superior, the (male) co-worker. Th us the authors operationalized the Marxist 
notions of ‘exploitation’ and ‘alienation’ for analysing aspects of the women’s 
situation in public and private life, such as the double burden of family and 
housework on the one hand, and wage earning on the other – not to mention 
legal inequality, discrimination at the workplace and in the university, and sexist 
presentations of women in publicity and the media. Some authors also draw on 
psychological and psychoanalytical knowledge by arguing that men’s repressive 
behaviour towards women results from a feeling of inferiority and the wish to 
compensate general male weakness. 

Does the Argument series testify that New Left activists supported the idea 
of women’s emancipation? Despite of the critical attitude towards women’s 
submission in society, none of the authors was advocating a women’s liberation 
movement. On the contrary, several authors distanced themselves from the point 
of view of the historical women’s movement by pointing out that feminism – in 
spite of some of its progressive aspects – had rather stabilized bourgeois society. 
Feminist attempts to struggle against women’s oppression were suspected of 
obscuring the more important contradictions of modern society. From this point 
of view, women’s liberation within a repressive society would never be more 
than a partial liberation (Teilbefreiung), ‘because the emancipation does not go 
beyond the repressive structures of society as a whole’.42

All in all, exploring the idea of a revolution in everyday life, child-rearing, 
and women’s emancipation reveals in an exemplary way the ambiguous message 
that New Left thought and practice addressed to women. On the one hand, by 
according a central place to sexuality, New Left transformation strategy imputed 
much importance to interpersonal relationships (not only, but centrally, between 
men and women). On the other hand, New Left thought and practice was not 
sensible for women’s special needs and problems in a society that was not only 
structured by power relations between rich and poor, employer and employee, 
powerful and marginal, but also by power relations between women and men. 
From a New Left point of view, women’s liberation was secondary to a transfor-
mation of society as a whole.

Studying the micro-mobilization contexts and the micro-mobilization pro-
cesses of the fi rst women’s groups within the 1968 protest movements reveals 
another rather ambiguous impact of 1968 on women’s liberation.

Micro-Mobilization of Feminist Groups within the Context 
of 1968

In many countries, women’s groups appeared in the course of the student move-
ment and benefi ted from the context of mobilization. Th e contacts women 
established with other women during movement activities were crucial for the 
creation of autonomous women’s groups within the 1968 protest movement. 
Th e following case studies of four countries provide a picture of the impact of 



Feminist Echoes of 1968 133

micro-mobilization contexts on the building of women’s groups that were, in 
many cases, early cells of the future women’s movement. I fi rst turn to the case 
of the United States.

American radical feminism arose within the political student movement and 
the Civil Rights movement. Th e leading organization of the students’ protest, 
Students for a Democratic Society (also abbreviated SDS, though distinct from 
the German organization with the same acronym), followed a New Left transfor-
mation strategy aimed at ‘participatory democracy’.43 In order to revitalize basic 
democratic traditions, which should not be limited only to political decisions but 
should also encompass social and economic ones, SDS practised forms of politi-
cal participation and communication that allowed a more symmetric communi-
cation between speaker and audience – the ‘teach-in’. Another attempt to win 
people on the local level for participatory democracy was to found local groups 
against the Vietnam War and to do social work in urban districts of big cities. 
Th ose ‘community organizing projects’ were inspired by the rising Civil Rights 
movement and its protest practices. In fact, the Civil Rights movement was the 
second source from which radical feminism arose.44 In 1960, black students – 
among them some women – founded the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC). Whereas traditional Civil Rights organizations had tried to 
win the battle for equal rights through legal change or at the most through boy-
cotts, the SNCC used direct actions like ‘sit-ins’ and other forms of non-violent 
civil disobedience.45 In order to strengthen the Afro-American community in a 
durable way, the Civil Rights movement also established counter-institutions 
such as ‘Freedom Schools’, autonomous medical infrastructures and cultural 
projects. Female activists – black and white – participated in all of these move-
ment activities. Hundreds of young, white, middle-class women spent some time 
working in community projects and gaining know-how that, afterwards, they 
could use to organize autonomous women’s groups and projects.46

However, along with their political activism, female activists experienced 
sexist behaviour, discrimination, and exclusion in the student and Civil Rights 
movements that became more and more dominated by a radical minority. In 
1964, Mary King and Casey Hayden, two women out of a handful of white 
female activists on the SNCC staff , wrote a paper on the situation of women 
within the organization.47 Th ey blamed the growing bureaucratization of the 
movement and its increasingly hierarchical structure which discriminated against 
women in the movement. In December 1965, SDS organized a conference on 
‘Women in the Movement’. Th e conference participants – women and some 
men – agreed to Hayden’s and King’s analyses.48 Th ey also knew from experi-
ence that, in spite of the dominant rhetoric of participation and emancipation, 
the transformation of gender relations was not on the agenda of SDS. Against 
this background, women began to build autonomous women’s groups, such as 
the New York Radical Women, the Women’s Liberation group in Berkeley, and 
the Boston collective Bread and Roses. One of the central fi gures of New York’s 
feminist scene was Shulamith Firestone. Born in 1945 in Ottawa (Canada), 
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Firestone studied in Washington and Chicago, where she participated in one of 
the fi rst women’s groups. In 1967 she moved to New York. From that moment 
on she instigated discussion of provocative assumptions about the relation 
between women’s liberation and sexual revolution.49 Her refl ections resulted in 
a widely circulated book appearing in 1970 and soon translated into French and 
German, Th e Dialectic of Sex.

Concerning France, two circles are of interest, which developed indepen-
dently and were unaware of each other’s existence. I will start by concentrating 
on a group that was created in 1967 as a subgroup of the social-democratic wom-
en’s organization Movement of Democratic Women (Mouvement Démocratique 
Féminin, MDF). Two young women, Anne Zelensky and Jacqueline Hogasen, 
met during an MDF meeting through the intermediary of the professor of soci-
ology, Andrée Michel.50 Th ey were interested in the women’s question because 
they had become aware of the fact that women were not only discriminated 
against in the labour market and in legislation, but also in their very intimate 
face-to-face relations with men. Assuming that a traditional women’s organiza-
tion like the Movement for Democratic Women was not the place where per-
sonal experiences could be analysed in an adequate way, Zelensky and Hogasen 
decided shortly after to launch a circle meant to refl ect on gender relations. A 
dozen people – women and some men – began to meet regularly under the 
name Feminine, Masculine, Future (Féminin, Masculin, Avenir, FMA). FMA 
was infl uenced by the mobilization dynamics of May 1968 in Paris. Th e mem-
bers decided to organize a debate on ‘Women and Revolution’ in a lecture hall 
of the occupied Sorbonne. Actually, that meeting took place on 6 June 1968 
and was a great success. Many people joined FMA, which changed its name to 
express a new, more radical standpoint: Feminism, Marxism, Action (Féminisme, 
Marxisme, Action). Th e chosen name announced a new programmatic point of 
view: the productive amalgamation of a feminist analysis of society and a histori-
cal materialist interpretation of repressive structures in gender relations. In 1968 
Christine Delphy, today one of the best-known French feminist theorists, also 
joined FMA. Other members, especially the few males, left the group after the 
demobilization of the student movement. Th e group met as a small circle until 
spring 1970.

A second group appeared in the course of the events of 1968. It was in the 
intellectual and political climate of the new established experimental University 
of Paris-Vincennes,51 where female students met in order to discuss works of 
Marx, Freud, Lacan and Derrida. Two women led this group: the lecturer and 
Ph.D. student Antoinette Fouque, who was very much infl uenced by the theo-
ries of psychoanalysis, and the writer Monique Wittig, who had recently trans-
lated Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man52 into French. As much as the women’s 
self-conception was based on central ideas of the leftist movement, when it 
came to confl icts with male students from left political student groups who 
wanted to ‘teach’ them how to organize ‘revolutionary’ activities, the women 
distanced themselves from the revolutionary project of their male comrades.53 In 
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summer 1970 they stood up against ‘male terrorism’54 and declared ‘Women’s 
Liberation: Year zero’.55 At that moment the two groups fi nally met. Together 
they planned an event that would later be perceived as the ‘birth’ of the French 
women’s movement: a demonstration that took place in the shadow of the Arc 
de Triomphe in Paris in August 1970 commemorating the ‘unknown wife of the 
unknown soldier’. With this demonstration, French feminists expressed their 
solidarity with American feminists who commemorated the fi ftieth anniversary 
of women’s suff rage on the very same day. Th e French activists distributed 
fl yers calling a ‘strike at work, strike in the household, strike in bed’.56 After 
this key event, reported widely in the national press (although only a couple of 
activists participated), the Women’s Liberation Movement (Mouvement pour la 
liberation des femmes, MLF), as it was called thereafter, accelerated its rhythm 
of public interventions and strengthened its internal structure. Taking radical 
American feminists as their example, French feminists created discussion and 
consciousness-raising groups. Th e formative phase of the French women’s move-
ment ended in spring 1971: the main social movement organization MLF had 
been constituted, the potential recruitment basis (well-educated, mostly Parisian 
women of the middle classes, stemming from the postwar baby boom genera-
tion) and the aim of the movement (‘women’s liberation’) had been defi ned, and 
the adversary (‘male oppressor’) had been identifi ed. Of course, all these ele-
ments were outlined in a very general, imprecise way – but they got clearer in the 
course of the free abortion campaign that opened the mobilization phase of the 
French women’s movement in 1971. 

In the German Federal Republic, the fi rst women’s groups emerged in 1968 
in the surroundings of the Free University of Berlin. Eighty to a hundred inter-
ested women met in an event initiated by two women, Marianne Herzog and the 
fi lmmaker Helke Sander. Both sympathized with oppositional student groups 
close to (German) SDS, which constituted the organizational centre of the 
extra-parliamentary opposition. Th e aforementioned Committee for Women’s 
Liberation was born during this meeting, and grew rapidly. Its members organ-
ized several work and discussion groups. On a theoretical level, they worked on 
a variety of themes, such as ‘marriage and family’, ‘women’s economic depend-
ency’, ‘feminine sexuality’ and ‘femininity and fascism’. On a more practical 
level, they were occupied with planning the anti-authoritarian Kinderläden. For 
male student movement participants, the Committee for Women’s Liberation 
was relatively invisible during the fi rst six months of its existence. Th ose whose 
female friends went to the meetings did not take the activities very seriously. But 
when the fi rst day-care centres opened in May 1968, male comrades recognized 
them as an important element of a transformation strategy that was based on the 
idea of counter-institutions as an eff ective means of changing society. In August 
1968 male movement activists formed the Zentralrat der Kinderläden, a ‘Central 
Committee responsible for the coordination of the Kinderläden’. As for the cri-
tique of the bourgeois family model, the central committee’s position was close 
to that of the Committee for Women’s Liberation. But with regard to gender 
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relations it did not subscribe to the critique of women’s oppression that was, for 
the Committee for Women’s Liberation, inseparably linked with the problem of 
childcare.

Shortly after the foundation of the central committee, Helke Sander, found-
ing member of the Committee for Women’s Liberation, went to participate in 
the annual meeting of the German SDS. Th e congress took place in the main 
hall of the University of Frankfurt on 12 and 13 September 1968. In a speech 
addressed to the (overwhelmingly male) delegates, Helke Sander explained the 
action strategy of the Committee for Women’s Liberation. She emphasized that, 
based on the assumption that ‘the private was political’, they aimed at transform-
ing everyday life. At present, Sander stated, the revolutionary movement was 
reproducing the ‘bourgeois separation between public and private life’. Under 
these circumstances, even revolutionary men would maintain an ‘identity based 
on patriarchy’.57 She blamed SDS for totally ignoring the problem of women’s 
exploitation and asked the delegates to discuss the propositions of the women’s 
committee. When the president of the Students’ League refused to allow debate 
on the propositions, her friend Sigrid Damm-Rüger threw tomatoes at him. 
Th e Committee for Women’s Liberation gained a lot of publicity with this 
performance, as the press covered the event. By this, women in cities other than 
West Berlin got to know of the existence of the fi rst women’s committee within 
the student movement. In numerous other cities women’s groups were founded 
in autumn 1968.58 Th ey mostly worked on a theoretical level, refl ecting on 
women’s place in revolution, in society, and in the student movement.

So far my analysis has dealt with formative processes in countries where a 
strong 1968 protest movement undoubtedly existed. Now I turn to a country 
where overarching national protest dynamics were less visible: Switzerland. For 
this country the question of the extent to which the events of 1968 can be 
described as a social movement remains open.59 Th e Swiss case is nevertheless 
interesting because, on the local level, women’s groups had already appeared in 
the course of protest events in 1968. Swiss society transformed into a consumer 
society from the mid-1950s onwards, with social and economic developments 
similar to those in other Western societies.60 A system of social compromise was 
established during the war, reconciling progressive economic liberalism with 
cultural and ideological conservatism. In this consensus-orientated society in 
which the living standard improved considerably during the 1960s, it was dif-
fi cult to express opposition. Th e critique of social conditions was often seen as 
part of a communist-instigated conspiracy. Nevertheless, inspired by the French 
New Left, oppositional groups were founded in the French-speaking part of 
Switzerland (Geneva and Lausanne), and then in the Zurich area and in other 
cities. Th ey combined refl ections on the ‘Th ird World’ (Tiers-mondisme), student 
syndicalism and pacifi sm. Due to the lack of interest in the events of 1968 until 
quite recently,61 we do not know about the events and developments in places 
beyond the urban centres. But research reveals that in the later leftist groups 
and networks came together with non-conformist and artistic milieus in various 
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types of action. Th ey broke with the rules of a society based on political consen-
sus and the supposed accessibility of direct democracy. In light of this, what can 
we say about the emergence of the new feminist movement in Switzerland?

Like in other countries, women’s groups emerged at fi rst in a social 
and cultural milieu of students in university towns, the fi rst being Zurich.62 
In November 1968 a group of women related to the Progressive Student’s 
Association (Fortschrittliche Studentenschaft) attracted interest by disturbing an 
assembly of the women’s voting rights association. With this ‘go-in’, the women 
challenged the traditional women’s movement to make more radical demands. 
Moderate requirements such as women’s suff rage – which was only achieved in 
Switzerland in 1971 – or improvements to civil law would not help to achieve 
equality between women and men. Th ree months later, in February 1969, 
the group appeared again, now named the Women’s Liberation Movement 
(Frauenbefreiungsbewegung, FBB). It was soon recognized as a distinct cur-
rent within the extra-parliamentary left. After Zurich, groups began to meet 
in Geneva in autumn 1970, calling themselves Front of Good Women (Front 
des bonnes femmes), then (as in France) the Women’s Liberation Movement 
(Mouvement de libération des femmes, MLF).63 MLF and FBB participated in a 
citizens’ initiative in 1971, instigated by a non-partisan committee and calling 
for ‘exemption from punishment for abortion’. Th e initiative was fi nally with-
drawn, but from then on the women’s movement spread all over the country: 
women’s groups were established in many cities, especially university towns, and 
rudimentary structures of a national coordination developed, as well as a vivid 
feminist counter-culture.64

What do micro-mobilization contexts tell us about the relationship between 
the 1968 protest movement and the new women’s movement? Th ey point to an 
ambivalent fi nding, embracing transitional elements as well as explicit break-
ups. Regarding the transitional elements, it appears that, in all four countries, 
women’s groups were formed that emphasized their autonomy from the tradi-
tional Left, as did the New Left groups in 1968. ‘Society’s transformation’, they 
argued, ‘cannot wait for the socialist revolution’;65 it had to take place here and 
now, in everyday life and in intimate interpersonal relationships. In pointing 
out everyday life as a strategic starting point for changing society, the women’s 
movements’ activists were following the New Left transformation strategy that 
suggested consciousness-raising through action rather than through organization 
(like the Old Left).66 Other similarities can be observed on the level of action 
forms (provocative, symbolic, demonstrative) as well as on the organizational 
level (informal, anti-hierarchical, decentralized). 

However, the women’s movements in all four countries not only took a 
critical view of society’s patriarchal structure, they also criticized repressive 
mechanisms in the movements from which they stemmed. Th e New Left theo-
retical insight about the necessity of changing power relations between men and 
women did not concretely aff ect the way male activists of the protest movement 
treated female activists. In leading movement organizations such as German 
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SDS, chauvinistic patterns of behaviour were no less common than in the rest of 
society. Hence, the rhetoric of change could not hide the problems that arose for 
many women: they had less experience in political work and were often relegated 
to auxiliary activity. Th at is the reason why, according to the ex post judgment 
of feminists, attempts of the 1968 protest movement to change gender relations 
failed: ‘Th e comrades wanted to act as liberators of the human being, but they 
wanted just as much to remain women’s oppressors’.67 It is true that, in the short 
term, the communes did not succeed in profoundly changing everyday life or in 
completely abolishing traditional gender roles and power relations between men 
and women; and nor did the Kinderläden immediately alter the way that respon-
sibilities for childcare and education were dispatched between men and women. 

Th is last point shifts the emphasis away from continuities and towards the 
explicit rupture from which tensions resulted: the tomatoes thrown at the annual 
meeting of German SDS were nothing more than the expression of women’s 
spontaneous and individual feelings of disgust and powerlessness within the 
German student movement. But they rapidly became the symbol of a strategy 
of distinction and demarcation in relation to the 1968 protest movement. ‘Your 
sexual revolution is not ours’, and ‘A revolutionary’s steak takes as long to be 
done as a bourgeois steak’ were slogans that expressed French women’s vehe-
ment opposition to the male chauvinism within the 1968 protest movement. 
Th e message of their ‘sisters’ in the United States was similar: alongside a report 
on a Women’s Liberation Workshop, they published a cartoon showing a young 
woman holding a sign reading ‘We Want Our Rights and We Want Th em Now’ 
in the July 1967 issue of the SDS review New Left Notes.68 In terms of demarca-
tion, Switzerland presents an exception, as the fi rst public appearance of the 
women’s movement in Zurich was not addressed to the 1968 protest movement 
but to representatives of the old suff ragist women’s movement. From the radical 
point of view of the FBB, women’s liberation had to be claimed on all levels of 
society, and not only on the level of women’s suff rage.

Remembering ’68: Feminist Narratives on 1968

Th e last section of this chapter is not so much about studying ‘what really hap-
pened’ but to stress the importance of the events by working out the integrat-
ing and – as we shall see – excluding functions of 1968 as a myth, symbol or 
point of reference in the formation of social groups.69 Who remembered 1968 
(how, where and why?) and who did not?70 My focus here is on France and 
West Germany. Th ese cases show particularly well the polarization within the 
women’s liberation movement with regard to the 1968 protest movement. I fi rst 
turn to France.

At the end of the 1970s, two stories about the origins of the movement 
competed within the French women’s movement. One of the most famous 
personalities who saw 1968 as a founding event was the previously mentioned 
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Antoinette Fouque. She worked as a journalist and lecturer in Paris, started to 
study in the late 1960s, initiated the fi rst women’s bookshops in France and 
became a Member of the European Parliament in the 1980s. Fouque was very 
much inspired by the fi rst postwar debates about female sexuality that took 
place in the psychoanalytical community. In the 1960s she discovered the work 
of Jacques Lacan. By 1969 she had heard lectures by Lacan and had started 
psychoanalysis with the ‘enfant terrible’ of the French psychoanalytical commu-
nity.71 Fouque’s version of French MLF’s founding story started in 1968: ‘In the 
beginning, in October 1968, there were three of us: . . . three women, daughters 
of the anti-authoritarian revolt of May 68’.72 Th e circle soon became the group 
psychanalyse et politique (Psychoanalysis and Politics). In the 1980s, Fouque 
defended her version against interpretations that emphasized 1970 as the starting 
point of the women’s liberation movement. She returned to this theme in other 
texts from the late 1970s and 1980s, distancing herself from those who were in 
favour of a diff erent dating, for example Christine Delphy.

Christine Delphy studied social science at the Sorbonne and the Ecole nor-
male supérieure.73 She stayed in the United States at the end of the 1960s and 
got to know the Civil Rights movement. After coming back to France she 
assisted in the protest movement of May 68 and joined FMA. Delphy’s inter-
pretation of 1968 diff ered strongly from that proposed by Antoinette Fouque. 
In an article published in the feminist revue Questions féministes in 1980, Delphy 
announced: ‘Women’s liberation: the tenth year’.74 She thus referred to 1970 
as the founding year of the MLF as well as the year in which its fi rst collective 
work, ‘Libération des femmes: année zéro’, was published.75 From Delphy’s point 
of view, the MLF had been the product of a fusion between diff erent groups and 
individuals since spring 1970. 

How do both women refer to ‘1968’? What is their position concerning the 
impact of this event on the formation of the women’s movement? Defending 
the idea that ‘1968’ brought the women’s movement to life, Antoinette Fouque 
described the protests as ‘revolution’, the beginning of a ‘new era’.76 For her, 
the two years between 1968 and 1970 were a period of fruitful refl ection after 
the ‘awakening’, the ‘explosion’, the ‘cry’ and the ‘rebirth’ that was ‘1968’. 
Fouque emphasized the meaning of ‘1968’ as ‘symbolic revolution’. According 
to her, this symbolic revolution made it possible to overcome the dominant 
phallocentric paradigm in the 1970s in favour of new images about feminin-
ity and feminine sexuality. Christine Delphy did not completely deny that 
there was a connection between the outcome of the MLF and ‘1968’. Indeed 
she mentioned the group FMA, which she belonged to in 1968. But Delphy 
seemed to be much more in favour of the idea that the women’s movement 
developed against the spirit of 1968. In particular she stated that the project of 
a so-called ‘sexual revolution’ had been a ‘trap for women’.77 From her point 
of view, the sexual revolution proclaimed in 1968 was nothing more than a 
‘hygienic, simplistic, masculine conception of sexuality’ in which women served 
as ‘receptacles’.78 
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How did German feminists evaluate their own past? How did they tell the 
story of the movement? Like their French sisters, German feminists disagreed 
over the beginnings of ‘women’s lib’. Two narratives in particular have domi-
nated since the 1970s. Th e fi rst assumes that the women’s liberation movement 
emerged out of the battle against abortion policy in 1971. In contrast, others 
declared ‘1968’ as the birth of the social movement. Helke Sander was one of the 
latter. Looking back to the origins of what later became the women’s liberation 
movement, she tied those activities together with the beginning of a national 
women’s movement. She emphasized, ‘It is not true that the German women’s 
movement emerged only with Alice Schwarzer and the story of abortion in 
1970 [sic!]’.79 Sander elaborated on her story of the movement’s beginning in 
several interviews. She also made use of the instrument of expression she was 
most familiar with: fi lm. In 1980 she produced the fi lm Der subjektive Faktor 
(Th e Subjective Factor). It focused on the activities of the fi rst women’s action 
committee in Berlin in 1968. Der subjektive Faktor was not a historical recon-
struction of the events but was rather meant to be understood as a ‘specifi c repre-
sentation of those events’.80 Sander did not claim that this represented objective 
truth, only her own subjective truth – a truth from her personal point of view. 
As such, Sander was implicitly targeting the ‘star feminist’ Alice Schwarzer and 
her politics of memory.

In the 1960s Alice Schwarzer worked as a journalist at diff erent places in 
Germany, and in Paris – and it was there that she came into contact with 
feminist activism for the fi rst time. She assisted in the preparation of the Nouvel 
observateur manifesto of 343 prominent French women who advocated free 
abortion on demand and admitted that they themselves had had abortions. Th eir 
signatures were published in Nouvel observateur in April 1971. In the spring of 
that year, Schwarzer organized a similar action in Germany and, in June 1971, a 
manifesto signed by 374 German women appeared in Stern. Being the initiator 
of this scandalous publication, as well as a journalist and the author of the best-
seller Th e Little Diff erence and its Big Consequences (1975), Schwarzer became one 
of the most famous feminists in Germany. What was her opinion about the rela-
tion between 1968 and women’s liberation? For her the events of 1968 and the 
emergence of some women’s groups were only a ‘deceptive appearance’.81 Th e 
revolt of the SDS women had been nothing more than a short, furious fl are-up, 
but in no way represented ‘the fi rst step toward a revolutionary women’s move-
ment’.82 Schwarzer explained that she regarded the events from a distant point of 
view and did not feel concerned personally. Over and over again she emphasized 
that feminism only became one of the dominant public themes in 1971, after the 
publication of the self-denunciations of over three hundred women confessing 
‘We had an abortion’. 

To sum up: when studying debates within the women’s liberation move-
ment about 1968, I was surprised to see how much the founding story of what 
became the women’s liberation movement was contested. Th is became even 
more obvious when I analysed the frequent confl icts that arose on the occasion 
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of 1968’s anniversary.83 Th ese confl icts refl ected deeper diff erences about the 
direction, strategies and targets of feminism. By accepting or denying continuity 
with the events of 1968, diff erent currents in the women’s liberation movement 
negotiated the form and content of feminist engagement: the modes of mobiliza-
tion (mass or elite), the instruments of struggle (consciousness-raising through 
psychoanalysis or provocative actions) and its direction (individual conscious-
ness or material/legal advances). Th e meaning of ‘1968’ was in this context a 
symbolic meaning. Th e historical event as such did not matter.

Conclusion

Unlike many accounts that deny a direct relation between 1968 and the women’s 
liberation movement, stressing 1968’s male chauvinism and ignorance towards 
women’s oppression, this chapter has highlighted the fundamentally ambivalent 
character of the 1968 protest movement with regard to women’s liberation 
by studying New Left ideas about interpersonal relationships and attempts to 
implement them in ‘revolutionary’ practices, group-building processes in micro-
mobilization contexts, and memory politics. Against this backdrop, what can be 
said about the importance of the 1968 protest movement for the emergence of 
the women’s movement? 

First, on the level of cognitive orientations, the 1968 protest movement 
provided a new organization and action strategy that was very important for 
the women’s groups founded within and in the aftermath of the 1968 protest 
movement. Th e 1968 protest movement had prepared the terrain for themes 
(in particular sexuality) and cognitive frames (analysis of oppression) on which 
the women’s movement could refl ect. Th e cognitive orientation of the 1968 
protest movement was based on an interpretation of society inspired by social-
ism, psychoanalysis and elements of situationism. Th e works of the intellectual 
New Left, refl ected within this movement – and, as is often forgotten, also by 
the women involved – contributed to an interpretation of revolution that went 
beyond the classic scheme of the dictatorship of the proletariat as an inevitable 
stage of the revolutionary process. It thus allowed women to see themselves as 
subjects of change.

Second, studying the events of 1968 from the point of view of micro-
mobilization contexts reveals that the 1968 protest movement did not just 
simply precede the women’s movement in terms of chronology. In fact, the 
1968 protest movement contributed largely to the emergence of women’s libera-
tion movements in Western industrial societies. Even if the very fi rst women’s 
groups within the 1968 protest movement disintegrated at the end of the 1960s, 
the women’s groups of the 1970s could rely on organizational resources such as 
pre-existing networks, potential allies, means of communication, and recruit-
ment potential that had developed around 1968. Th ey could also rely on the 
activist experiences of women in the 1968 protest movement. Th e regularly 
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held meetings from 1967 to 1969, the friendships and contacts established on 
the micro-mobilization level, and the discussions and activities, all served as 
background for a successful and nationwide mobilization against the abortion 
legislation in all four countries.

Th ird, exploring the place of women in New Left thought and practice 
reveals the diffi  culties female 1968 activists had obtaining acceptance on an 
equal footing with their male comrades. In so far as interpersonal – and espe-
cially sexual – relationships were included in New Left transformation strategy, 
they were integrated from a man’s point of view, denying women’s special needs 
and experiences.

Fourth, 1968 played an important role in the narratives of the women’s 
movements. In fact, the importance of 1968 for the emergence of the new 
women’s movement is still today a subject of controversial debate. 1968 has 
become a founding myth, sometimes in the form of a counter-myth, since many 
radical feminists refuse to see themselves in continuity with the male-dominated 
1968 protest movement. Th erefore 1968 is a positive point of reference for 
some, whereas for others it is a negative one. Either way, the question of the 
‘birth’ of the new women’s movement is a constitutive one within the women’s 
movement’s self-construction. 

In sum, the women’s liberation movement became a fundamentally new 
experience for many women. However, the women’s liberation movement was 
– in a very ambivalent way – tied to the 1968 protest movement. Th e latter was 
a male-dominated movement that, as concerns its scepticism towards feminism, 
was still located in old socialist traditions. However, in the intellectual space 
opened up by the 1968 protest movement as well as in the forms of protest expe-
rienced, there was a great deal to learn for women in search of change. 
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7
The Politics of Cultural Studies
The New Left and the Cultural Turn in the Social 

Sciences and Humanities

Rainer Winter

Th e issue I am addressing is the signifi cance of 1968 to Cultural Studies, which 
arose from the New Left and which contributed decisively to the cultural turn in 
social sciences in recent decades. Its successful institutionalization as a transdis-
ciplinary research centre in Birmingham in the 1970s came about in the context 
of 1968 and its aftermath. Th is centre critically investigated social and political 
problems in order to show the possibility of social critique, of empowerment, of 
social transformation and of the processes of radical democratization. Th erefore 
I will also deal with the (after-)eff ects of 1968 in the social science debate over 
culture. 

Before I turn to the development of Cultural Studies in the context of the 
New Left, I fi rstly show that the spirit of 1968 still continues today. Th en I 
examine how Cultural Studies has intensively dealt with the ideals of 1968 and 
has brought them into academic debate. Th e worldwide success of Cultural 
Studies since the 1980s shows how ideas of the New Left and of 1968 continue 
and have been further developed. Finally I discuss the central motive of Cultural 
Studies which I call the art of Eigensinn,1 which is doubtless due to 1968.

’68 as an Event

In recent debates on social movements, the 1999 protests in Seattle against the 
World Trade Organization have been accorded signifi cance comparable to 1968. 
Th is is because worldwide resistance symbolically took place against neoliberal 
globalization and because, to some extent, a partly anti-capitalist movement took 
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shape. ‘If Paris in May stands in for a larger politics across space and over time, 
Seattle plays an analogous role in more recent politics of global resistance, one 
that is constituted by the kind of “formal and informal networks of communica-
tion and collaboration”2 that were emergent from the movements of 1968’.3 In 
Seattle, protest groups from diff erent countries met, and people and groups from 
across the world showed their solidarity by means of the internet.4 Th is event, 
whose signifi cance should not be underestimated, takes up from 1968, which 
was a national and international, even global, phenomenon of greater relevance 
because, worldwide, people and political processes were set into action.5 It arose 
from a combination of cultural practices, artistic events and theoretical actions. 
Daniel Bensaïd and Alain Krivine for example think that this combination 
shows a political challenge,6 which has never been repeated since. Rosi Braidotti 
agrees when she says, ‘I consider 1968 as the fundamental political myth of my 
generation, namely as the event that defi ned the political ontology of the times 
and regulated social interaction in a variety of realms, ranging from sexuality and 
kinship systems to religious and discursive practices’.7 She celebrates the ‘politics 
of radical immanence’ which leads to processes of becoming political and to an 
activism that expresses utopian hope. 

All three authors show that 1968 has various (media) legacies. Braidotti in 
the end defi nes it as a ‘complex multiplicity’ – an event which, as a consequence 
of its internal paradoxes and contradictory methods of reception, is not fi n-
ished.8 Th us ’68 has also become a key term for the categorization of political 
activism and utopian militancy. Up to the present, Cultural Studies is a form 
of critical thinking and analysis which is closely connected to the ideal of radi-
cal democracy, to social movements and political activism. Before I discuss the 
importance of 1968 for Cultural Studies, I shall consider its formation in the 
context of the New Left.

The New Left and Cultural Studies

Th e founders of Cultural Studies – Raymond Williams, Richard Hoggart, 
Edward P. Th ompson and Stuart Hall – were all connected, albeit to diff erent 
degrees, with the British New Left. Th is group was formed as a political organi-
zation because of the crisis and the disintegration of historical-political Marxist 
projects in the mid-1950s. Above all, two political events and trouble spots 
were a trigger for this. Th e fi rst was the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt and 
the associated debates in Great Britain known as the Suez Crisis. Th e second 
was the Hungarian Uprising in 1956, followed by the Soviet invasion, which 
revealed the political as well as moral bankruptcy of Stalinism which caused a 
crisis in the international communist movement. Both were events, as Stuart 
Hall wrote with hindsight,9 which could not be tolerated by socially minded 
intellectuals and which led to the constitution of a New Left, which decisively 
rejected Stalinism and Western imperialism. Its supporters felt that Marxism, 
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as it was known in Great Britain at that time, in no way presented a satisfying 
answer for the analysis of power relationships, the relationships between classes, 
and of capitalism in general. As Hall argues,10 this form of Marxism, which 
uncritically accepted a deterministic conception of the historical process and 
belief in the communist party, was a problem and even a danger because of its 
simplistic models of explanation. Th is led to the following way of dealing with 
it: ‘Working within shouting distance of Marxism, working on Marxism, work-
ing against Marxism, working with it, working to try to develop Marxism’.11 For 
this reason the protests over the Soviet invasion of Hungary did not diminish 
belief in the radical traditions of Marxism, but led to a deeper examination 
of the role and function of ideas, culture and human agency in history. Th e 
Hungarian uprising began as a student demonstration and culminated in a 
nationwide revolt. It made obvious that critical thinking had to understand the 
cultural conditions of a revolution and to criticize the authoritarian regime of 
the communist party.

Considered institutionally, the New Left was a relatively loosely organized 
form of intellectual opposition, based around a few publishers and research insti-
tutions in which diff erent trends of Marxist thinking converged. Th e radical and 
refreshingly vital criticism of social relationships, which put trust in the working 
class as a counter-power to capitalist domination for most representatives of the 
New Left, created intellectual solidarity and was the basis for the development of 
progressive social thinking. Th is version of the Left was developed in the 1950s 
in the further context of the Cold War and American consumer culture. Th e 
novelty of this Left lay not only in decisively distancing itself from Stalinism 
and the varieties of Eastern Marxism, but even more so in the intensive study 
of the cultural dimension of politics and social change, as well as in the social 
relevance of criticism. As Lin Chun rightly observes,12 Cultural Studies placed 
cultural discourse at the centre of political discussion for the fi rst time. Th e deci-
sive rejection of economic determinism, which Cultural Studies shared with the 
Frankfurt School, led to the development of a cultural Marxism whose aim was 
a socialist understanding of postwar England.13

Th e New Left did not see culture and politics as separate realms. Quite 
the contrary, they placed cultural analysis and cultural politics at the centre of 
their activities. Th ey supported the view that changes to socialism would only 
be possible if they came from the everyday culture of people and their actual 
experiences, their concerns, their needs but also their pleasures. By rejecting 
the idea that culture is only a pale refl ection subordinate to economic relation-
ships and politics, they laid the foundations for Cultural Studies as a theoretical 
movement and an academic ‘discipline’ or engagement. In the political context 
of the New Left, culture was defi ned as a central process and an arena for the 
social and political struggle14 into which one should intervene. Th e debate about 
culture became an essential component of the political discussions of the New 
Left. Soon, the increased signifi cance of the power of mass media also became a 
central concern. As Chun points out,15 the value of the New Left lies in it having 
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been the fi rst to realize ‘the power of communication systems as a political insti-
tution’ in Britain.16

Within the intellectual fi eld of Great Britain, Cultural Studies, as it emerged 
from the New Left, fi lled the gap left by the absence of a strong institutional-
ized sociology such as existed in France and Germany. ‘Th e culture of British 
bourgeois society is organized about an absent centre – a total theory of itself 
that should have been either a classical sociology or a national Marxism’.17 Th e 
particular intellectual situation on the island was that sociological thinking and 
criticism of industrial capitalism had been elements of English art and literary 
criticism since the nineteenth century, from Wordsworth, Coleridge and Ruskin 
to Matthew Arnold as well as F.R. Leavis and his Scrutiny circle.18 However, they 
were not part of an independent discipline called sociology. Literature and liter-
ary criticism were closely connected with a cultural critique of a civilization; axi-
omatics have a long tradition and high prestige in English intellectual history. In 
this tradition the criticism of economic-reductionist versions of Marxism along-
side the emphasis on the tense relationship between culture and civilization leads 
into Cultural Studies, which, according to Wolf Lepenies, is ‘a mix of sociology 
and literary criticism’.19 Th is hybrid position between literary criticism and soci-
ology connected to the movement of the New Left and made Cultural Studies an 
infl uential way of thinking in Britain and later elsewhere. Th is began mainly with 
the writings of Richard Hoggart, Edward P. Th ompson and Raymond Williams. 
Cultural Studies was diff erent to English sociology, which remained colourless for 
so long and concentrated on empirical and statistical research, and did not dare 
to give totalizing interpretations as in Germany or France.20 It had a great eff ect 
on intellectual debates in Britain and abroad. Th e sociology of culture in Great 
Britain did not develop from the work of social theorists but from scholars who 
were trained in the analysis of literary or historical texts as well as simultaneously 
having an interest in political questions and the analysis of society as a whole.

In the view of Perry Anderson, with the New Left, the socially critical tradi-
tion of English literary criticism could also be embedded in society for the fi rst 
time.21 In contrast to the elitist ideas of the Scrutiny circle, it was committed 
to adult education, which meant an extension of the texts they examined and 
the experiences these dealt with.22 Culture was examined and analysed in all its 
facets. Williams writes here in hindsight: ‘Th is was the social and cultural form 
in which they saw the possibility of reuniting what had been in their personal 
histories disrupting: the value of higher education and the persistent educational 
deprivation of the majority of their own original or affi  liated class’.23 Not only 
personal reasons, but also deep political convictions defi ned this view. Th ey did 
not believe in the revolutionary power of an avant-garde party. On the contrary, 
they thought that socialist transformation must be asserted ‘from below’. For 
this, it was necessary to alter the workers’ awareness. Members of the New Left 
took up the function of an ‘organic intellectual’ in the Gramscian sense, wanting 
to make the unions and workers understand their theoretical analysis and ideas 
so they could be put into practice.
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In its fi rst phase, Cultural Studies was associated with a political movement 
and theoretically represented a position which can be described as Culturalism. 
It was shaped by the attempt to develop a culturally consolidated socialism on 
the basis of the moral tradition of English social critique. Th is socialism became 
an independent intellectual tradition.

The Institutionalization of Cultural Studies and the Meaning 
of ’68

Th e ‘structure of feeling’ of the New Left corresponded to the events of ’6824 
and was strengthened by them, even if New Leftists had not predicted this. For 
example, the May Day Manifesto,25 fi rst published in 1967, discussed the condi-
tion of the British Left but did not at all foresee the protests against the Vietnam 
War or the utopian militancy of 1968. It criticized the Labour government and 
called for a socialist transformation, but it did not have an important eff ect on 
the student demonstrations. Th e events of 1968, especially the idea of a cultural 
revolution, exceeded the imagination of the May Day Manifesto. A new world 
seemed to be possible and came into existence through the performances and 
life-experiments of the students.

After the worldwide and intensive period of activism from 1968 to 1972,26 
however, the New Left in Britain still failed to aff ect public policy. Th ey were 
not embedded in elections, state institutions, parties, unions or the media. Th us 
Katsiafi cas concludes: ‘Th e New Left proved itself incapable of consolidating a 
popular base’.27 Th eir hopes could not be fulfi lled; rather, facing a new peak in 
the consumerist boom, the conservative restoration began.

In the work of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), 
which was founded in 1964 in Birmingham, numerous infl uences of 1968 can 
be seen, for example the anti-authoritarian and counter-cultural attitude, as 
well as the victory of the Right in politics. In the 1970s under the leadership of 
Stuart Hall, Cultural Studies was successfully established and developed into a 
new, exciting, interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary and above all interventionist 
research tradition, which criticized the dominant ideological structures of soci-
ety and tried to change them. Th ey had not given up the struggle for meaning 
but rather turned to academic reasoning which was, however, also understood 
as political. Parallels to the Soviet invasion of Hungary and to the situation of 
Marxism in the 1930s were drawn, as the failure of the left-wing movement 
and the success of fascism had to be explained. Jeremy Gilbert’s view in his 
topical study does not seem to be an exaggeration: ‘. . . it was the defeat of the 
radical promise of the 1960s which was motivating some of the most creative 
minds of the British Left to reactivate this tradition in the 1970s’.28 For this 
reason the work of the CCCS can be interpreted as a successful attempt of 
the New Left to create its own radical counter-culture and gain a wider public 
audience. 
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While Hoggart made the implicit sociological relevance of literary criti-
cism explicit by highlighting the relationship and the affi  nity between these two 
disciplines, Hall grounded his work from the very beginning on sociology and 
cultural theory. Th rough him, the work at the centre underwent a critical socio-
logical change; it became in addition more theoretical and more political. Th us, 
Andrew Milner states: ‘Hall can claim credit for the successful institutionaliza-
tion of academic Cultural Studies in Britain’.29 Hall was interested in develop-
ing a new conceptualization of the relationship between structure and agency 
because he wanted to understand the emergence of radical practices and social 
transformations. For this reason, he tirelessly adapted radical approaches from 
the Continent, which shed new light on the role of culture and agency in history 
and society, introduced these in the British context, stimulated discussions and 
arranged a theoretical basis for research. Such research concentrated on margin-
alized, socially underprivileged and ethnically constituted groups as well as on 
social confl icts. Th e centre tried hard to bridge the gap between theoretical and 
empirical research, and the ‘experience’ of everyday life and everyday culture.

In his summary of the intellectual and theoretical development in 
Birmingham,30 Hall shows that the institutionalization of Cultural Studies, the 
development of its discursive form, cannot be seen as an absolute beginning but 
rather as the fi lling of a break by coming to a new organization of knowledge 
amongst other questions and ultimately to the development of a new research 
paradigm. Further development is also marked by breaks, which not only result 
from the development of intellectual work but are also dependent on the reac-
tion to, and the analysis of, historical and social developments and transforma-
tions. ‘What is important are the signifi cant breaks – where old lines of thought 
are disrupted, older constellations displaced, and elements, old and new, are 
regrouped around a diff erent set of premises and themes’.31 1968 and its conse-
quences showed such signifi cant breaks.

Subsequently, under the leadership of Stuart Hall in Birmingham, the criti-
cal analysis of cultural and social change in Britain and in other developed, 
industrial societies became the declared aim. What were its causes, its devel-
opment and its signifi cance? Hall illuminates this in the introduction to the 
fi rst edition of the centre’s journal Working Papers in Cultural Studies:32 ‘Th e 
intention was not to establish one more compartment in the already fragmented 
“map of knowledge”, but rather to attempt to view the whole complex process 
of change from the vantage point of “culture”; and thus to make intelligible 
the real movement of culture as it registered in social life, in group and class 
relationships, in politics and institutions, in values and ideas’.33 Th e relationship 
of cultural and social theory became the central theme of the centre, which con-
centrated empirically most notably on subcultures (in particular the subculture 
of young workers) and media.

Th ese defi nitions were deepened by taking up Antonio Gramsci’s ideas of 
the dominant or ruling culture. It is the aim of the power block in any society 
to integrate the cultures, thoughts and experiences of subordinate groups and 
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classes so that these construct and see their world and their experiences in a 
way predefi ned by the dominant culture. Gramsci emphasizes the never-ending 
struggle for cultural power. Th is struggle is one between social classes, which are 
the fundamental groups in modern societies and thus also the most important 
cultural confi gurations (according to the premises in the work of the centre at 
that time). Gramsci’s approach infl uenced work at the centre, for example in 
its empirical studies on young subcultures and their resistance to the domi-
nant culture through rituals and symbolically expressed behaviour.34 Paul Willis 
examined in thick descriptions both the school and the social situation of young 
working-class people.35 In the fi eld of media studies, Stuart Hall developed his 
encoding-decoding model, which has since become so well known.36

At the same time that Gramsci and structuralist authors like the early Louis 
Althusser, Roland Barthes, Claude Lévi-Straus and Jacques Lacan were read and 
appropriated, members of the centre signifi cantly adapted post-structuralism 
(the so-called ‘French Th eory’), which was described by many as the think-
ing of 1968.37 Culture was defi ned by Stuart Hall as a relatively autonomous 
fi eld of signifying practices. Th us, the practices are the meaningful means by 
which individuals and groups construct their world. While human agency does 
not play an important role in structuralism (because deep social and cultural 
structures determine human behaviour), 1968 led to the formulation of the 
slogan ‘Structures don’t march in the street!’ Th erefore seriously debating post-
structuralist texts became important for Cultural Studies. Th e primary example 
of this is Anti-Oedipus by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,38 which was very 
strongly inspired by 1968. It showed a fundamental criticism of the authori-
tarian structures of Marxism and psychoanalysis, and of structuralist thoughts 
in general. Th ese criticisms have been taken up in particular by the leading 
American scholar Lawrence Grossberg.39

For John Fiske’s analytics of popular culture,40 Jacques Derrida’s decon-
struction and Th e Pleasure of the Text from late Barthes41 became important in 
order to show the subversive potential of media texts. In his analytics of popular 
culture, he links the microphysics of power by Michel Foucault and Michel de 
Certeau’s Th e Practice of Everyday Life42 in order to analyse popular practices 
of resistance. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouff e also gained central signifi cance for Cultural Studies,43 which above all 
in debate with Althusser, Derrida and Foucault renewed radical democracy – 
an important theme within Cultural Studies as early as the days of Raymond 
Williams. Furthermore, the anti-essentialism of post-structuralist theory became 
central to Cultural Studies. Social and political identities have no fi xed or stable 
meaning, but rather are the result of struggles and debates.

At fi rst sight it is very surprising that the Critical Th eory of the Frankfurt 
School, which was very popular around 1968 on the Continent, did not have 
a remarkable infl uence on the formation of Cultural Studies. But many works 
were not yet translated, and the popular and popular agency were not important 
topics in this tradition. However, the reception of thought from ’68 in the form 
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of post-structuralist texts led to a new version of Cultural Studies which has 
succeeded since the 1980s in becoming a transnational academic project, whose 
central motive can be described as an ‘art of Eigensinn’.44 By taking up Greil 
Marcus’s study of punk,45 I will briefl y explain what I understand by this. In 
doing so it should also become apparent how this form of research was a crucial 
part of what has been termed ‘the cultural turn’. 

The Art of Eigensinn in Everyday Practice

What does punk, a contradictory revolt incensed by passionate rage, have in 
common with Dada, the anarchist nonsense activities that happened at Cabaret 
Voltaire? And why do Guy Debord and the Situationists, this secret associa-
tion of French avant-garde artists and intellectuals, serve as an important link 
between punk and Dada? Questions like these are dealt with in Greil Marcus’s 
fascinating book Lipstick Traces.46 Marcus has written the history of a twentieth-
century cultural underground movement whose rhizomatic shape was hidden 
beneath the surface, growing in secrecy. Th is movement aimed at a reorganiza-
tion of everyday life, a transformation of the ordinary and, above all, a change 
of life. Th e changes aimed at were neither revolutionary nor were they meant 
to realize the potential of communicative reason; rather, they consisted of short 
acts of self-empowerment confi ned in space or time – alignments with a capacity 
to change people and their lives. Marcus is interested in the shifts of meaning 
within popular culture, shifts of self-interpretation or shifts of identity as much 
as shifts in social relations, in desires or perceptions of the world. In establishing 
new contexts, Marcus is exploring the productive and creative potentials of a 
social life which, starting with epiphanies, critical events and transformations 
of fundamental meaning structures in personal lives, lead to sub- and counter-
cultural practices directed against a dominant culture, and fi nally to an art of 
living – to the more or less systematic creation of an existence of one’s own.

Th e point I want to make is that this is also the basic idea of the Cultural 
Studies project and movement. Cultural Studies can be defi ned in much the 
same terms. It is a discipline dealing with trivial everyday changes of meanings, 
attitudes and value orientations; with the development of productive and crea-
tive lifeworld potentials; with a critique of power structures; and with moments 
of self-empowerment which may be short and fl eeting, but are formative and 
infl uential nonetheless. Popular culture is a central subject of Cultural Studies, 
which is neither condemned after the manner of Kulturkritik (cultural criticism) 
nor celebrated uncritically. Rather, it is understood as an obvious aspect of 
modern or postmodern life, as a familiar Erfahrungshorizont (horizon of experi-
ence) and as a medium for the creation of a personal life. It is through popular 
media resources (which is to say, through images, symbols, discourses, stories, 
etc.) that many people shape their identities, form their political opinions and 
collectively create diff erent cultures. Also, a new pervasive and global culture is 
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based upon such resources. However, popular culture is not only a medium to 
be used for symbolic integration into prevailing conditions; it is also a form of 
counter-power – an area in which the interests of marginalized and subordinate 
people can fi nd adequate expression. For Cultural Studies, culture is an embat-
tled fi eld in which several competing social groups fi ght for the implementation 
of their claims, interests and ideologies. In doing so, these groups are interested in 
a cultural transformation rather than the reproduction of prevailing conditions.

From a Cultural Studies perspective, culture is not to be equated with 
objects, nor is it reduced to the creations produced and distributed by specialized 
institutions. Instead, the focus is on the creative process of culture, on the circu-
lation of meanings and energies, on the mobility and opportunities of everyday 
life, on the development of the creative aspects of culture as well as on the crea-
tion of a common culture. It is not the fi nished cultural object which determines 
the research interest of Cultural Studies, but the product of a reception process 
and of the potential creativity of ensuing moments. Th is emphasis on agency – 
against the foil of social eff orts to establish a fi xed order – is the dominant theme 
of Cultural Studies.

Th e main interest of Cultural Studies is not in the lonely, creative and solip-
sistic experience of producing or enjoying a work of art. Rather, since Raymond 
Williams, Cultural Studies as a discipline explores the embeddedness of produc-
tivity in mundane practices and everyday usage – it has developed a strategy of 
reading symbolic forms, cultural objects and technologies against the grain and 
of using objects against the operating instructions, both in the manner of decon-
structivism. Creativity in its profane form serves as a challenge to dominant 
social ideas and values. As described in Marcus’s book and broadly explored in 
Cultural Studies, individuals, groups and cultures are creatively and collectively 
working for cultural change. Such processes are neither conditioned by a given 
programme nor are they consciously initiated by groups like the Situationists 
or the Surrealists. Th e development of this creativity and productivity in social 
practices is the goal of the Cultural Studies project. According to Paul Willis,47 
life itself is a research laboratory in which experiments are being conducted with 
uncertain and open results. Meanings are fl uid, they circulate and are constituted 
by social practices; they create realities. Culture is a contingent process which 
includes, as Raymond Williams has shown,48 both dominant and oppositional, 
residual or subaltern meanings. Th e focus is on cultural change, on confl icts, 
struggles and shifts in power structure. Special attention is paid to subordinate, 
marginalized and excluded people who reject the integration off ered by those 
in power, or subvert things in various ways. Th at is why Cultural Studies as a 
discipline is concerned with subcultures, counter-cultures, minorities and alter-
native movements, and with their forms of resistance and stubbornness; it is 
concerned with symbolic objections and small changes in everyday practices that 
often go unnoticed. Th e subject of Cultural Studies is, to borrow a phrase from 
Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge,49 the ‘block of real life’ as expressed in various 
cultural forms. It is not the history of domination that is of interest, but all sorts 
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of oppositional processes emerging in multiple forms – processes which tend to 
disturb, question and transform the context of power and dominance.

Th e discipline of Cultural Studies tries, in the words of Michel de Certeau,50 
to understand the ‘murmur of societies’; its subject is ‘common people’, especially 
in situations and practices in which they are acting as anonymous heroes. Such 
situations involve processes of a cultural shadow economy in which, through the 
handling of preformed and prefabricated items, something new and individual 
is created – something which (at least initially) escapes the logic of subsumption. 
Th is creative way of dealing with the dynamics of everyday confl icts relies on a 
culturally legitimized stubbornness – it is insisting on and negotiating a position 
of one’s own. In other words, it is insisting on the art of Eigensinn – an art which 
does not primarily manifest itself in contentions and arguments, nor in a ratio-
nality of universals, but often in corporeal dimensions and mundane practices. 
According to Maurice Merleau-Ponty,51 this is an emergent, socially embodied 
rationality producing unique meanings and expressions. Th is kind of generalized 
creativity is aiming at a critique of power and a transformation of prevailing con-
ditions. Such progress, however, is often achieved in small steps that can easily be 
overlooked in structuralist or intentionalist explanations of social action. In this 
context, Michel de Certeau speaks of specifi c tactics in the jungle of functionalist 
rationality, of poaching and bricolage, of the art of ‘sitting between two chairs’.52 
Henri Lefebvre too, in his refl ections on the transformation of everyday life,53 
anticipated much of what is central to Cultural Studies, for instance the possi-
bilities of an art of living. For both de Certeau and Lefebvre, culture is a creative 
process that is constantly changing and developing. In sociological defi nitions 
of culture, traditions (the traditional patterns of meaning and values) are more 
important than the processes transforming and reshaping these traditions and 
patterns; but it is precisely these processes that are central to Cultural Studies, to 
its thinking and research.

From the perspective of cultural sociology, a perspective fi rst developed 
by Raymond Williams, the project of Cultural Studies can be defi ned as the 
elaboration and development of an art of Eigensinn whose aim is the analysis, 
critique and transformation of power. Cultural Studies is guided by the insight 
that culture (like agency) is productive and must not be subordinated to social 
structures. Th is central motive, which defi nes Cultural Studies to the present, is 
doubtless due to 1968.

Th e aim of Cultural Studies is to demonstrate that culture neither simply 
mirrors the social structure nor determines the behaviour of subjects. Its research 
is not concerned with integration into a traditional culture, but with interac-
tion; the focus is on interaction with cultural forms, on processes of ‘making’ 
and ‘staging’, of negotiation and fabrication – in short, a focus on the cultural 
processes of postmodernity. Ever more subtle strategies of power are counter-
vailed by ever more refi ned tactics of resistance. As has been shown in many 
studies, for example in the work of Lawrence Grossberg, through the inclusion 
of post-structuralist approaches and through an ethnographic view of cultural 
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contexts, popular culture in particular is redefi ned as a fi eld of struggle and con-
tention. In view of the ‘Gramscian turn’ in Cultural Studies initiated by Stuart 
Hall, the discussion of such (micro-) struggles is combined with analyses of the 
struggle for hegemony in society, politics and social life, as well as in language, 
cultural texts and systems of representation. It is a never-ending fi ght between 
unequal powers – powers and counter-powers. Foucault, in the fi nal pages of 
Discipline and Punish, metaphorically speaks of the ‘thunder of battle’, of the 
noise of everlasting power struggles.54 Th is metaphor reminds us that, in an 
analysis of historical facts and social phenomena, the cultural and social confl icts 
which have found expression in those facts and phenomena must be clarifi ed 
and pointed out. Since its beginnings in the context of the New Left, the fi eld 
of Cultural Studies has endeavoured, through micrological investigation of the 
specifi cs of particular everyday life contexts, to indicate points of resistance. 
Cultural Studies proceeds from the particulars and specifi cs, usually taking an 
example from common everyday culture which is being contextualized in its 
social and historical contexts. Analysis then proceeds to the confl icts, struggles 
and power structures determining this particular social context. Cultural Studies 
is not primarily interested in television or pop music as such, but in their role 
and function in the production and circulation of social meanings, relationships 
and subjectivities. Cultural Studies does not seek comprehensive knowledge 
of the respective subject matter; rather, it takes extracts from social events and 
shows how cultural texts and processes are embedded in power structures and 
social confl icts. Th us, following Raymond Williams, Cultural Studies creates 
contexts and connections across diff erent ‘fi elds of experience’ and discloses 
contexts which are at work in a society. Here, culture is understood radically as 
a process, as a series and sequence of practices, rituals, conversations and so on, 
located in space and time, in the course of which meanings and aff ective energies 
are being circulated and produced. 

Like the classical discipline of cultural sociology, Cultural Studies is devoted 
to the interpretation of the contemporary; however, in view of its roots in the 
context of the New Left, its interpretation is thoroughly political with a practical 
moral purpose. Th is aspect of social commitment, which stresses the role and 
signifi cance of culture in the maintenance and challenge of social inequality (in 
fi elds such as class, gender or ethnicity), must be preserved – especially in view 
of current attempts to colonize Cultural Studies. Since Raymond Williams, one 
of the most important aims of Cultural Studies has been to help individuals 
and groups with their eff orts to articulate their everyday experiences, especially 
those experiences which have not yet found expression and space in the exist-
ing culture. Culture is understood as communication and hence as a process 
which, through the interaction of historically given, shared meanings on the one 
hand and individually or collectively created meanings on the other, leads to 
new common frameworks of meaning. Th is process, which is characterized by 
change, creativity and transformation and which is grounded in the common 
quality of everyday life, was called ‘the long revolution’ by Raymond Williams.55 
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My analysis of the art of Eigensinn as a critique of power was meant to show that, 
to the present day, Cultural Studies is obliged and committed to this idea. 

Radical democracy, empowerment, agency and Eigensinn – these central 
ideas of Cultural Studies – are reminiscent of the radical imagery of 1968. Th e 
institutionalization of Cultural Studies in Birmingham and in other places has 
led to a further development of these concepts and a continuation of the political 
battle. To this extent, 1968 is not yet at an end.

Translated by Andrew Terrington
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Revolution in a Word

A Communicative History of Discussion in the German 
1968 Protest Movement

Joachim Scharloth

1968 and Language

Every revolution aims for more than just political changes. Instead, it cuts deep 
into the rituals of everyday life and seeks to alter everyday forms of interaction. 
Revolutions turn not only against the ruling class but also against its symbolic 
practices. Th e 1968 movement also sought radical change in the conditions of 
the German Federal Republic. It sympathized with the Cultural Revolution 
initiated in China by Mao and his Red Guards. Instead of taking violent action 
against those individuals with power and institutions, activists attacked those 
rituals in which societal power relations were, in their opinion, at once refl ected 
and reproduced. Th is meant lectures and seminars in which knowledge was pro-
claimed and not treated discursively; matriculation celebrations in which the stu-
dents did not have the right to speak; meetings of parliament in which activists 
were talked about but not talked to; apparently biased investigative committees 
that served to condemn those protesting, though not to fi gure out the societal 
causes behind their protests; church services in which freedom was preached 
while the grotesque Vietnam War went unmentioned; and court cases in which 
the accused were forced into the behavioural norms that reigned in courts. 

In most of these rituals, speech played a central role and became the central 
object of criticism. In lectures, students began to pose questions and demand 
discussion of the political themes of higher education and politics in general. In 
parliamentary discussions, protesters broke in demanding, ‘We want to discuss’. 
In investigative committees, activists began to respond to the queries of commit-
tee members with queries of their own. To protest against examination methods, 
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they came up with questions of legal instruction of such length that the hearing 
degenerated into farce. During church services, they ascended the pulpit to 
draw the congregation into discussion of the Vietnam War. During court cases, 
the accused would sit with their back to the court, and begin discussions with 
the public or themselves in the middle of proceedings, or mock the judge and 
public prosecutor. All this shows the particularly asymmetrical forms of com-
munication, in which free speech and response were circumscribed by tradition 
or power, and which became objects of criticism during the 1968 movement.

What diff erentiates the 1968 movement from its antecedents is the fact that 
this criticism was not only theoretically formulated and articulated but above 
all eff ectively made a reality. Th e protest was put into action exactly where 
its intended targets felt most at home. To begin a discussion in a lecture was 
clearly not just to critique the asymmetrical structures of communication in an 
institution saturated by power. It was also at the same time an attempt to alter 
communication rituals in the here and now, and to reshape them according to 
one’s own imaginings.

Th e years around 1968 were, then, less a revolution of language than a revolt 
in the medium of language and a new treatment of the forms of its use. Th e 
central communicative practice of the 1960s was discussion.1

Discussion: Between Buzzword and Symbolic Practice

Discussion was a practice of highly symbolic social value. For the activists of the 
1968 movement, discussion meant the exercise of democracy. To discuss was 
to critique the opinions of others. Th e rationality of political negotiation was 
to be evidenced in criticism and counter-criticism. Erika Schneider, author of a 
pamphlet dated 15 June 1967 that intended to explain to the Berlin public why 
the students of the FU were demonstrating, shared this opinion:

[I]f democracy is to become reality as formulated in the substance of the constitution, 
controls need to be put in place; this means that the political expressions, actions and 
decisions of those representatives chosen by us in the federal government and House 
of Deputies are to be investigated and criticized as to their correctness, appropriateness 
and democratic content . . . democracy does not function through prohibitions but 
through argument and counter-argument – even when these impulses are occasioned by 
a minority.2

Th is insistence on the power of the superior argument became the signature 
of a modern political style with which the 1968 movement defi ned itself. As the 
aforementioned pamphlet puts it, ‘we want discussion – we refuse the outdated 
authoritarian style – we seek the democratic style’. In addition to a commitment 
to the authority of the superior argument, openness was an essential condition 
of successful discussion in the eyes of the activists. As such, in June 1968 student 
representatives of the German Department of the Freie Universität Berlin came 
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to a general assembly with a pamphlet entitled ‘Die Diskussion geht weiter’ (Th e 
Discussion Continues), which promoted the public character of discussion: ‘Th e 
professors and assistants of the seminars are invited. Th is time they will be pre-
pared. Let’s use the opportunity to discuss with them! Discussion is not to take 
place in small groups. Openness is the condition of every eff ective criticism! Public 
criticism is the condition of every change in institutions of higher education!’3

Th is specifi c explanation of discussion as a democratizing and civilizing prac-
tice with which activists supported their demands for discussion was clearly not 
always consistent with the political discussions of the late 1960s. After the riots 
of Easter 1968 that followed the assassination attempt upon Rudi Dutschke, the 
Minister for Inter-German Aff airs Herbert Wehner refl ected on the bifurcation 
of communicative ideal and communicative practice with an eye to the 1968 
movement: ‘Discussion needs to be learnt. One part of discussion is wanting to 
listen and being able to listen. It is also a part of discussion to want to be able 
to place oneself in the perspective of others, so that one can fi nally come to the 
heart of a matter. It’s this area that’s lacking the most’.4 Apparently it was dif-
fi cult for many to discuss and then draw conclusions. Most, instead, were seen 
to enter into discussions with preconceived opinions, and attempted to convince 
their interlocutors of their validity. Yet even after all this, the distortions applied 
to the principle of discussion are not yet adequately described. Wehner com-
plained, ‘Th is is a time when shrill outcries fi nd favour. Th e attempt is made to 
cry out at speakers. Claims count for more than arguments. Schadenfreude at the 
“trashing” of others occurs for all to see . . . Democracy is discussion. But discus-
sion presupposes respect for others’.5 

Yet this totalizing ‘discussion of discussion’ is imprecise in that the concept 
of discussion sharply expanded over the course of the 1960s. Forms of conver-
sation such as the meeting or the clear-the-air talk were subsumed within the 
concept of ‘discussion’, as the following quote from the German newspaper Die 
Welt – critical of ‘discussion’ – testifi es: ‘Everything which claims to speak in the 
name of progress at our institutes of higher education is intent on discussing. 
However, this kind of discussion no longer aims at a real discussion, but at forc-
ing through one’s own viewpoint.’ Due to this misuse of the word, the author 
pleads that the word ‘discussion’ should no longer be used. ‘Please let’s not talk 
about discussions but about rational, mutual counsel between all branches of our 
universities, from holders of chairs to student representatives.’6

Th e high symbolic value of the prestige word ‘discuss’ is manifested in the 
language usage of the 1968 movement. Fundamentally, the verb ‘diskutieren’ (to 
discuss) has two values. To form a grammatically correct sentence utilizing the 
verb, at least two sentence components are required, a subject and an object. It 
is unimportant if this is an accusative object (to discuss something: ‘etwas disku-
tieren’) or a prepositional object (to talk about something: ‘diskutieren über’). In a 
passive form, a sentence without a subject is also possible (something is discussed: 
‘etwas wird diskutiert’). Whereas when the use of ‘discuss’ with a prepositional 
object denotes the prototypical face-to-face interaction, in which disputed objects 
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are put to discussion, the use of ‘discussion/diskutieren’ with an accusative object 
is semantically ambiguous. Th is can indicate a controversial debate or an unhur-
ried exchange of views. On the other hand, the passive use of ‘discussion’ with an 
accusative object refers mostly to ‘debating over’ and frequently occurs in texts 
(e.g. ‘In Chapter 2 the question will be discussed’) or to a public debate (e.g. ‘In 
the 1970s, the theme of sexuality was intensively discussed’).

In addition to these syntactical contests, there exists a further manner of 
usage that goes unexplained in dictionaries, namely the absolute usage of the 
verb ‘discuss’ with only one object. In this, the subject position of the sentence 
is taken whereas in the accusative, the accusative object or prepositional object 
goes missing. In the pamphlet of the Berlin Red Guards, the following sentence 
can be found: ‘Th e student collectives that are springing out of the ground like 
mushrooms at the moment shoot, discuss, read and learn, but they keep the 
principle of Mao Zedong in mind at all times: Reading is learning, but practical 
activities are also learning and indeed a still more important form of it’.7 Just as 
reading and learning are activities that can be named without specifying what is 
being read or learnt, this usage places discussing as an activity that is justifi ed in 
itself and does not need to be further described or justifi ed. In absolute usage, 
‘discussion’ names, without accusative or prepositional object, a face-to-face 
interaction in which the process, the formal execution, is at the fore. Th is is in 
contrast to its goals or results. 

Analyses of corpora show that the absolute use of ‘diskutieren’ makes up a 
quarter of all usages in the pamphlets of the 1968 protest movement. It is as 
such fi ve times more common as in a comparable contemporary corpus.8 Th is 
highly signifi cant diff erence is an essential feature of the language usage of the 
1968 movement. Strictly speaking, a change in the valency structure of the verb 
‘diskutieren’ cannot be observed – nonetheless, the frequent appearance of the 
absolute use can be interpreted in cultural-historical terms. Its formal usage also 
shows that the word ‘diskutieren’ also names a practice that possessed strong sym-
bolic associations. Discussion, in the sense of an argumentative and controversial 
debate, had become a practice whose symbolic value was at least as signifi cant 
as its communicative function. Just the business of having a discussion already 
fulfi lled a purpose. Clearly, this does not mean that the subjects discussed were 
chosen at random. Yet the fact that the theme of reaching argumentative goals 
was often not specifi ed in usage indicates that ‘diskutieren’ had become in 1968 
valuable in itself, a ritual by which a social movement defi ned itself. Th e absolute 
use of the word ‘diskutieren’ gave this symbolism its linguistic form.

The Radicalizing of the Movement: A History of Communicative 
Practice in Discussion around 1968

Beyond doubt, ‘discussion fever’9 raged in the Federal Republic of Germany 
in the years around 1968. Th e activists of the 1968 movement were a fi erce 



166 Joachim Scharloth

embodiment of permanent discussion as a means of criticizing societal relations 
and as a means of self-criticism aimed at the optimization of their own political 
practice. However, it must be borne in mind that even in the presence of such 
desire to discuss, there was debate from the very beginning regarding what, with 
whom, in what conditions and in which form discussion was to take place. Not 
everybody was recognized by all activists as being worthy of discussion. Th e 
prevention and refusal of discussion was, to some activists, a legitimate political 
statement. Th e following reconstruction of the history of discussion in the 1968 
movement formulates the hypothesis that two camps already existed in its early 
phase. To one of these camps, discussion with people of a diff erent political per-
suasion appeared to be a democratic practice in which argument might convince 
those of confl icting opinions. To the other camp, discussion with political oppo-
nents appeared to be a practice of appeasement, one which would only mask the 
real power structures. For this reason, discussions were either to be conceived 
with the goal of revealing these power relations or destroying and disturbing 
them. In the following section, the attitudes of both camps will be reconstructed 
through two examples from the early period of the movement – their subsequent 
development will be described and evaluated thereafter.

Between Convincing and Wrecking: Discussion in the Anti-
Authoritarian Phase of the 1968 Movement 

On 26 November 1966, Hans-Joachim Lieber, Rector of the Freie Universität 
Berlin, left Hall A (the theatre auditorium of the Henry Ford Building) through 
the stage exit, pale with fury. Around six hundred students remained, along with 
many unanswered questions, before (hesitantly) leaving the lecture hall. During 
the sit-in on 22/23 June, the Rector had granted the students time to discuss the 
themes of student reform, limitations to terms of study, and the forced relega-
tion of students. He had even allowed himself to be quoted as saying he was 
ready to discuss ‘in public, seven days a week, seven times a day’.10 In any case, 
this discussion only came about in November at the invitation of the General 
Student Committee (AStA). Th e Rector explained right at the beginning that 
he was participating as a private individual and that his opinions were not to be 
understood as those of ‘the Rector’.11 Th e students felt that this utterance called 
into question the very sense of the discussion. In the end, the discussion, moder-
ated by AStA chairman Knut Nevermann, was not to be without consequence. 
As the Süddeutsche Zeitung reported, the discussion proceeded calmly at fi rst, 
and the majority of students expressed no displeasure at radical interjections.12 
After around two hours, however, it came to a scandal. ‘After it had become 
clear’, as a pamphlet of the Humanistic Student Union (HSU) described it, 
that the divergent understanding of the signifi cance had ‘reduced the discussion 
ad absurdum, certain students distributed a fl yer with the title “We can expect 
nothing of this exchange”, took the microphone from the Rector and read the 
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text of the pamphlet out loud. During the tumult that followed, the Rector 
left the lecture hall’.13 Eike Hemmer had prepared the action, along with Rudi 
Dutschke, Bernd Rabehl, Hans-Joachim Hameister and Manfred Hammer, all 
members of a group within the Socialist Student Union (SDS) that discussed the 
founding of communes. He had been chosen to read the pamphlet due to his 
largely unknown status. Now he sat in the assembly and barely listened as the 
‘professional idiots tried to play the students for dumb by answering all concrete 
questions about study reform in only the vaguest manner’. When his friends 
from the Commune group began to distribute pamphlets, he had his signal:

Th e starting pistol that set a process in motion that had already been drawn up. I stood 
up, entered through the exploding tumult to the stage, took the microphone from under 
His Highness’s nose. (Later, it was claimed that it had been torn and stolen from him; at 
that time, the professors were too shaken by such acts of rebellion against their sacrosanct 
authority to be physically able to react.) I read out the text of the pamphlet in mechanical 
fashion. Th e microphone was cut off , I roared out the text. Someone shoved me, I read, 
roared, emphasized every word, read until the last sentence – like a pre-programmed 
automaton. In chaos, I left the hall.14 

Th e pamphlet that Hemmer read out off ered harsh criticism of the conditions at 
the Freie Universität and about Hans-Joachim Lieber, who presented himself as 
a sympathetic individual but, in his role as Rector, made decisions of detriment 
to the student body.

For us students, the conditions at the Freie Universität are unbearable.
We are enveloped by poor working conditions, lamentable lectures, tedious seminars 
and absurd exam regulations. If we refuse to allow ourselves to be educated by over-
specialized idiot professors into over-specialized idiots, we have to pay the price of ending 
our studies without a qualifi cation.

Five months ago, we had had enough of the narrow-minded arrogance with which the 
university administration and senate disregarded our problems. Five months ago, it also 
seemed clear that the student body could now only expect a solution from itself.

After fi ve months of collaboration, the AStA calls us to this discussion with the Rector, 
during which Lieber, the offi  cial, waits in the corner in shame.
WE CAN EXPECT NOTHING OF THIS EXCHANGE.
Our situation will not change as long as those to whom it is directly relevant do not 
organize themselves.15

After the reading of the pamphlet, Fritz Teufel off ered a speech that appar-
ently no one remaining was interested in hearing. Due to the tumult, Knut 
Nevermann declared the assembly to be ended.16

For this investigation, this act of disturbance is interesting because it is an 
early example showing that discussions with representatives of institutions pur-
suing goals other than those of the 1968 movement were considered to be useless 
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by certain activists and were, for this reason, sabotaged. In the case of the discus-
sion with the Rector, the inconclusiveness of the discussion is anticipated in the 
pamphlet (‘We can expect nothing of this exchange’). Instead of dialogue with 
authority, revolutionary practice is recommended. Th is rejection of a consensus-
orientated dialogue was the impetus behind the Berlin commune group from the 
very beginning.

Th is is also the case in the fi rst series of pamphlets issued by Commune I 
in 1967, in which it took a position demanding the resignation of the AStA. 
On 5 May, a full assembly of all faculties had the opportunity to discuss the 
politics of the AStA. Instead of a discussion, the commune recommended that 
students ‘turn the assembly on 5 April into an announcement of protest against 
the inequities of the administration’. For ‘while the student body is discussing 
the AStA, the SDS was banned, its money cut off , its every right to democratic 
expression undermined in a fi nal manner’.17 Th e discussion is characterized as a 
means of politically ‘chloroforming’ the student body. Th e neutralization of their 
vital powers through discussion is present in a witticism of the second pamphlet, 
reading ‘Only rational discussion prevents general copulation’.18 

Th e commune also insisted on the primacy of action over words in the 
dialogue with political opponents. Th e disturbance and prevention of discus-
sion was an appropriate means of revealing the apparently repressive character 
of discussions and of translating discussion into action. As a consequence, the 
members of the commune never actually featured as discussants. When they 
were present at discussions with representatives of the ‘establishment’, they fea-
tured more as ‘disrupters’.

Yet this attitude to discussion was by no means the attitude of the majority 
of those who participated in political events. At the beginning of the revolts, a 
clear majority of activists believed that they could eff ect change through discus-
sion and negotiation with university and state authorities or enlighten the public 
through discussions. Th rough the actions of Commune I, they felt that their 
negotiating position was threatened and their room for manoeuvre in discourse 
limited. In the next section, their position will be reconstructed from their cri-
tique of the communicative style of the ‘disrupters’. Alongside this, the example 
of the events after the shooting of Benno Ohnesorg will show the extent to 
which they hoped to win infl uence in order to shape the political climate. 

Criticism of the behaviour of the radical opponents of discussion often came 
from the more moderate student groups. Th ey wished to work constructively on 
university reform. For example, the Social Democratic Student Union (SHB) 
expressly disapproved of the disrupting action of the commune group during the 
discussion with Rector Lieber. ‘Th rough these authoritarian disruptive measures, 
the course of a discussion led in an exceptionally critical manner was disturbed 
and, fi nally, destroyed.’ Th rough this action, the well-founded protests of those 
studying against forced matriculation and the shortening of study time were 
apparently ‘almost completely robbed of their eff ectiveness’. At the same time, 
the SHB defended the politics of constructive dialogue led by the AStA and its 
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chairman (who was incidentally also a member of the SHB). Th e SHB found 
the reproach ‘absurd that open discussion that the AStA engaged in and will 
continue to engage in with partners of the university [could be labelled] as 
conspiracy’. In the future too, ‘further open discussions must be guaranteed to 
ensure that the problems of student reform at the Freie Universität remain prob-
lems of the entire student body’.19 In all its critical distance from the university 
management, the SHB trusted in constructive dialogue between students and 
university administrators as a method shaping study and university reform in 
students’ interest. 

In the context of the subsequent strike ballot on the politics of the AStA, the 
many advocates of reform-orientated politics expressed their opposition to more 
radical forms of protest. Th us Wolfgang Kummer, a student affi  liated to any 
political organization, made the following appeal in a pamphlet:

Forceful, objective discussions do not need to be realized by insulting the other side . . . 
Take care that the FU does not become an apolitical university – but also not an academic 
wasteland. Create the foundation for a new, relevant and democratic collaboration within 
the frame of the Berlin model!20

Th e attitude that discussion with those of a diff erent political opinion was a 
relevant means of triggering political change was widespread in the early phase 
of the 1968 movement. Th e majority of the student body were of the opinion 
that a change of attitude could be eff ected through discussions. After 2 June, as 
the student body saw themselves threatened by the apparatus of the state, limited 
in their fundamental democratic rights and endangered by the one-dimensional 
nature of reporting in the press, they took up discussion as a means to combat 
these ills. In this, on 5 June, members of the board and the convention directed 
a joint resolution at the university:

– For at least one week, regular teaching activity will be replaced by teachers and students 
through discussions.
– Over the next week, members of the university will discuss with the public, in all areas 
of the city, the events of last Friday along with their origins and consequences.
For these discussions, the students are making pamphlets. For its part, the AStA has 
pamphlets at the ready.
– Th e experiences that have been gathered in these street discussions and also in those 
of the previous weekend will be brought into the politicization process within the 
university.21

Th rough discussions within the university, a process of ‘self-enlightenment 
and the development of a political practice’ was to be initiated that ‘presented 
theoretical as well as practical answers. Th ey represented a declaration of war 
by the Freie Universität on all political trends that threatened to destroy the 
second German democracy (after the Weimar Republic of 1918 to 1932)’.22 
From discussions (in which not only students but also teaching staff  were to take 
part), recognizable progress and consensus about future political strategies were 
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anticipated. In addition, the students were hoping for an exchange of opinion 
with the public and attempted to enlighten it with the help of public debate. 

With the promise of the seriousness of interest and the will for objective 
debate, those studying addressed the public directly. An example of this is a 
fl yer that was distributed during the build-up to a ‘Spaziergangsdemonstration’ 
(Walking Demonstration).

We are grateful to you for not just relying on newspaper reports during these days but 
also taking the time to listen to our arguments and speak to us. We are not avoiding your 
criticism. How do we conduct ourselves? You will have more time [to see] on Saturday. 
We will print and distribute more pamphlets for you. More people will speak with you. 
We will not cross the road from you: we will stand and talk with you on the pavement. 
Th at is not against the law. Last week, the police let us talk with each other peacefully.23 

According to this, discussion with the public was to serve the purpose of cor-
recting a picture of reality conjured up by newspapers. In this, however, the 
students showed themselves to be absolutely open to criticism on the part of the 
Berliners, and saw value in presenting themselves as law abiding – certainly not 
the ‘scourge of society’ the Berlin press had been presenting them as. In June 
1967, the majority of students still trusted the political eff ectiveness of discussion 
with its (self-)enlightening eff ect and ability to create consensus. At the same 
time, 2 June also represented a turning point, not only in the history of the 1968 
protest movement but also in the history of discussion within the movement. 
From this point the end of the anti-authoritarian phase was in sight. 

Professionalization of Discussion: From Discussion to Agitation

As demonstrations were banned in the Berlin inner city after the shooting of 
Benno Ohnesorg and activists attempted to come to terms with it by means of 
discussion, groups were formed within the student body that proposed profes-
sionalizing the pursuit of discussion. Th e moderate student organizations also 
made demands for university funding for communication with the public. For 
example, the Social Democratic Students’ Union made the following demand 
in a pamphlet: ‘Parallel to continuing discussion, a programme has to be 
developed that develops new long-term methods for communicating with the 
Berlin public’. Th e SHB counted new methods of discussion among this. Th eir 
development has to be supported by an ‘extensive and wide-ranging empirical 
investigation of the structure of the Berlin public’. A committee of research 
fellows, assistants and students was to receive ‘reports about the  ongoing 
discussion’.24

Th e SHB itself also off ered some hints as to how the students should appear 
during the ‘discussion campaign’: ‘Discussions and demonstrations have to pro-
ceed in a strictly rational and non-violent manner. It is important that political 
insights are furthered in the public; it is damaging if students only serve to 
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confi rm their isolation in person’.25 Th e naming of discussion with the public as 
a campaign, its targeted organization and the attempt to organize its form is a 
hint that, from the second half of 1967, the external communication of the 1968 
movement became more professional. In Berlin, the Arbeitskreis für studen-
tische Öff entlichkeitsarbeit (Working Group for Student Public Relations) had 
coordinated this. Th e group presented a proposal to make communication with 
the public eff ective in a brochure entitled ‘What is to be Done? An Analysis and 
Model for Action for Student Public Relations Work’.26

Writing for the group, Karl-Peter Arens criticized the lack of choice in 
selection of discussion partners and ignorance of the results of communications 
research regarding the signifi cance of selective mechanisms of perception for 
infl uencing the formation of opinion. According to this, the goal of the study 
was to explain why the public often had a negative reaction to the students ‘and 
how these barriers can be dealt with in the process of communication with a 
new propaganda technique’. Th e students should at last bring themselves to the 
‘heavy business of empirically supported propaganda’ instead of allowing them-
selves to be forced into the role of the ‘revolutionaries’. Th e unfettered usage of 
the word ‘propaganda’ makes clear that discussions were no longer concerned, 
as at the beginning of the 1968 movement, with fostering a shared perspective 
on the matter in question through discussion. Rather, the matter at hand was 
convincing the populace or, to be more precise, communicating a message that 
had already been determined in advance. A discussion was no longer a process 
of shared understanding but rather – if carried out correctly – a strategy aimed 
at indoctrination. It became an attempt at targeted ideological infl uence with a 
view to the creation of a particular opinion or attitude.

Instead of speaking to passers-by at random, the students were to specifi -
cally target the ‘opinion shapers’ of the community and not just those who 
were politically close to them in any case. As the basic attitude of most Berliners 
was considered to be conservative, it was assumed that even the remaining 
‘opinion shapers’ would tend not to be congenial to student demands. As such, 
conservative disseminators of opinion were to be personally addressed ‘so that 
they – from the point of view of student expectations – are no longer eff ective as 
negative disseminators of opinion’.27

From these considerations, Arens proposed the following strategy for action: 
fi rst of all, the target groups for action should be selected in a precise fashion by 
means of an empirical survey. In addition, in contrast to what had until then 
been the practice, the ‘opinion shaper’ should be called on at home rather than 
addressed on the street. In addition, the action should not remain isolated but 
be continued over a long time, and during multiple conversations. Only when 
the opinion shaper had been targeted over a long period were students to turn 
again to a wider public. With the help of the support of the opinion shapers, 
campaigns of mass communication would then be more successful than the cur-
rent pamphlet and discussion campaigns on the Kurfürstendamm, West Berlin’s 
main boulevard.28 
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Even though this broadly laid out programme for making public relations 
work eff ective was clearly not put into practice in this form, these considerations 
infl uenced the students’ pursuit of discussion. For example, participants were 
issued with ‘Recommendations for Discussions with the Public’ that, in addition 
to references to the choice of interlocutors and about the form of discussion, 
also included a list of typical utterances which those discussing could expect.29 
At the top of the list of recommendations was, here too, the choice of discussion 
partners that could count as disseminators of public opinion: ‘Do not speak to 
passers-by at random, but to people who you expect could carry opinions fur-
ther and have infl uence on other people’. In addition to the targeted address of 
suspected ‘opinion shapers’, the paper off ered further hints as to the typology of 
interlocutors. Discussions with those reacting emotionally were apparently 
of  particular diffi  culty. With them, students were to ‘discuss quietly, without 
reacting ironically or polemically to insults’. Listeners who were reluctant to get 
involved in the conversation were to be ‘included via targeted questions’. Th e 
most pleasant group would be those ‘ready to discuss’, the primary target for 
discussion.

In addition, certain strategies were recommended that would help to 
break down barriers in communication. For example, the writer of the 
‘Recommendations’ warned of the dangers of appearing to be a know-it-all. 
‘Do not immediately shock your partner by indicating that you know better. 
Th e person who denigrates their partner due to inadequate knowledge cannot 
expect a further sympathetic ear’. In fact, it was much better to locate ‘com-
monalities (even if banal) fi rst of all’ and to pose questions ‘to which assent-
ing answers would necessarily follow’. In this manner, the negative prejudices 
against the students could be easily evaded. Furthermore, a potentially very 
successful method was to bring forward arguments ‘where possible in the form 
of confi rmations . . . so that your interlocutor believes that he himself had come 
up with them (for example, you read the same newspaper that I do, so we can 
talk about it . . .)’. Yet the danger existed that large groups could form in which 
students were no longer discussing but functioning ‘as public speakers’. ‘Groups 
of excessive size or discussions that had become stuck’ should, for this reason, be 
quickly abandoned. 

Th e documents quoted off er evidence that the caesura marked by the shoot-
ing of Benno Ohnesorg represented in Berlin and West Germany alike also gave 
rise to a discernible new professionalizing of discussion. Student groups such as 
the Working Group for Student Public Relations or the Committee for Public 
Relations of the FU (Ausschuß für Öff entlichkeitsarbeit der FU) were trying 
to develop guidelines for discussion with people of other political opinions on 
the basis of academic analysis. What is signifi cant about this document is that 
discussion is described less as an exchange of political standpoints with the aim 
of enlightening those participating and more as a means of political action. 
Th e goal of student communication with the public had become to convince 
and indoctrinate, conceived as communication of an opinion or indeed of a 
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worldview that was in place before the discussion. Th is change in function also 
had consequences for the form of discussion to be looked at next.

From Discussion as Revelation to Discussion as Happening

If one examines the premises of anti-authoritarian discussion on which the 
‘teach-in’ or the collective work of a student seminar are modelled, it quickly 
becomes clear that these rules were not for use in discussions with political oppo-
nents. Th e norms of anti-authoritarian discussion were formulated in pointed 
fashion by the ‘Phrase Book for the Revolution’:

An anti-authoritarian discussion seeks to follow these rules: 1. Every participant has 
equal rights. 2. Th e assembly has at all times the right to decide the theme and form of 
the discussion. 3. Th e leader of the discussion can be deselected. 4. Speech should be 
followed by counter-speech in the most direct manner possible. 5. Th e assembly decides 
the length of the discussion.30

Th ese fi ve norms allow for high fl exibility with regard to the distribution of 
roles, the choice of themes, the sequencing, the attribution of the right to speak 
and the length of the discussion. Over repeated attempts, discussions with rep-
resentatives of the ‘establishment’ had not aff ected this. Th is is because discus-
sions within institutions with complex structural diff erentiation are of a highly 
schematic nature in order not to endanger proceedings within the institutions. 
In addition, those participating in no way enjoyed equal rights. While the anti-
authoritarian discussion was based on the premise that the result of discussions 
was binding for all those participating, students had, during consultations in 
university committees about study reform for example, the right of consultation 
but not that of decision. 

Th is structural asymmetry led as a rule to disappointment amongst activ-
ists. Th is fi nally led to a turning away from discussion as a form of attainment 
of democratic consent. Many pamphlets expressed frustration with the lack of 
consequences of university internal discussions and political debates. For exam-
ple, during the ‘Active Strike’ at the end of 1968, Frankfurt students off ered the 
following comments about a professors’ preparedness for discussion about study 
reform:

It’s certain: Th e Professors constantly off er us discussions. For years? But unfortunately: 
just discussions! Th ere have been no discussions up until now with real practical 
implications – neither in relation to the new exams regulations nor a fundamental 
restructuring of teaching and research activity in accordance with our needs: namely in 
accordance with the experiences as we live these out in our society and attempt to turn 
these into an adequately compensated working practice.31

Until now, the discussions had been articulated only theoretically and had 
shown practical consequences only in cosmetic corrections of the customary 
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teaching system. It was now time they became practice once and for all. Th e 
strike was an expression not only of the growing discomfort with individual 
seminars and lectures ‘but of the fundamental set-up and repressive total struc-
ture’. In order to demonstrate distance from customary practice, it was impor-
tant to ensure ‘the binding [nature] of the results that had now been won’ by 
the working groups.32 Frankfurt sociology students interpreted their professors’ 
off ers of dialogue as a form of repressive tolerance: ‘If department leaders off er to 
speak with us only to cripple us, it is only for the sake of turning our power of 
resistance back into those forms of protests that are necessary as a “lively contri-
bution” for the continued existence of their system’.33

Th e same frustration came be heard in the pamphlet of the Strike Council 
of the Philosophy Department of the FU Berlin (Streikrat des Philosophischen 
Seminars der FU), distributed during a strike opposing the enactment of emer-
gency laws in May 1968. ‘Two years of discussion in the Philosophy Department 
have not brought study reform into being. More than two years of arguments 
have not prevented the emergency laws. WHAT IS TO BE DONE?’34 Th e 
notable connection here of local institutional politics and federal politics showed 
how much experience had occasioned a general conclusion of not being able 
to realize changes through discussions. Th e quote from Lenin’s ‘What is to be 
done? Burning questions of our movement’ (1902) at the end of the pamphlet 
indicates a reorientation from a tactic of discussion to a non-specifi c practice.

SDS explicitly propounded this change, with Karl Dietrich Wolff  calling for 
a general strike upon enactment of the emergency laws:

For more than eight years, appeals, petitions, discussions and parliamentary hearings 
have been the deciding forms of opposition against the emergency powers. Eight years of 
laborious, objective discussion . . . Th e power cartel of the large coalition has decided to 
force through, whatever the price, dictatorial laws . . . For this reason, we appeal to meet 
the challenge of the planned 2nd reading of the emergency powers on the 15 May with a 
general strike on all universities and schools.35 

Th e insight that no infl uence could be won through the process of political deci-
sion making did not just mean a transition to other tactics of political protest, 
such as the lecture strike or the occupation of institutes. It also had an eff ect on 
the practice of discussion itself, one shown in the reports of those that repre-
sented opinions in assemblies that did not refl ect the opinions of the majority. 
For example, representatives of the National Democratic Further Education 
Union (NHB) – closely allied to the NPD, Germany’s postwar party of the far 
right (not known for its democratic tendencies) – complained that dissenting 
opinions could not be articulated in a general assembly of the medical faculty on 
the occasion of the enactment of emergency laws:

And what do the medical students expect in place of the lecture? FACTUAL 
DISCUSSION about emergency laws? NO! Th ey are urged to take part in a general 
assembly beneath the Red Flag, during the course of which acts of violence and “go ins” 
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are planned. Students that took the liberty of having another opinion did not speak and 
were booed.36

From 1968, debates within the university had long ceased to hesitate about the 
ideals of anti-authoritarian discussion quoted at the beginning of this essay. Th ey 
seemed rather more to serve the dramatization and confi rmation of the majority 
opinion. 

Th e Circle of Christian Democratic Students (RCDS) concerned itself inten-
sively with the discussion methods of the radical left. Th e Heidelberg RCDS 
published pamphlets following the patterns of personality tests, in which the dis-
cussion behaviour of SDS activists was placed in a satirical light. Th en the RCDS 
Federal Board issued a brochure by Cornelius Schnaber with the title ‘How Do 
I Discuss with Ideological Leftists? 18 Opinions and 15 Ground Rules’.37 Th e 
political publicist Andreas von Weiss, close in spirit to the CDU, devoted a 
chapter of his book Key Words of the New Left to the methods of discussion and 
argument of the 1968 movement and their political legacy.38 

Th e fact that satire was possible and capable of off ering a kind of ‘advisory 
literature’ is already evidence per se that communicative practice had become 
more severe in terms of form and content. Th e increased severity of the discus-
sions aff ected the arguments exchanged, the rhetorical means and also those 
ruptures of the civility within the exchanges. Th e radical left was accused by 
the conservatives of manipulating the communicative category of discussion. 
A satirical quiz about political consciousness by the RCDS posed the question 
‘What is a discussion?’ with the following answers as options:

A conversation that employs objective arguments to clarify what is unclear: 0 points.
A conversation that employs subjective arguments to ‘clear up’ something in a fashion 
that has been determined by one or many participants in advance: 10 points.
A monologue with split roles that, in order to convince oneself, persuades another 
through continual repetition of simplifi ed, subjective arguments: 20 points.39

Th e fact that no points were off ered for the fi rst answer, which off ered a then-
current defi nition of the word ‘diskutieren/discuss’, shows that from the point of 
view of the RCDS, the linguistic reality did not conform to the ideals of discus-
sion. Th e two remaining answers emphasize the one-sidedness, predictability and 
lack of objectivity of argumentative discussion. 

In the opinion of the authors of the guide to discussion, the main goal (in 
addition to persuasion and manipulation of listeners) was to reveal and disqual-
ify the political goals of those thinking diff erently as immoral. For this reason, 
it seems appropriate to choose the term ‘Entlarvungsdiskussion’ (‘De-masking 
Discussion’) for this type of discussion.40 Th e guide to discussion off ers a list of 
argumentative strategies by which the radical left sought to attain its goals:

– one-sided causal analysis of reality in accordance with Marxist structures of thought41

– manipulative use of language by means of euphemistic or dysphemistic usages (an 
‘attack’ becomes a ‘liberation action’)42
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– drawing together facts for the formulation of causal relations (‘Th e aggression of 
American imperialists in Vietnam was the inevitable consequence of an acute economic 
crisis within the permanent economic crises of capitalism.’)43

– polemical manners of arguing that cater to the public’s tendency to sympathize with 
simple arguments44

– arguments with idealistic demands, their ‘hallmark’ being ‘that no objection is possible 
against them’: for example, demands for eternal freedom, equality and justice45

– the creation of taboos about particular themes as an indicator that Utopian 
fundamentalism leads to an ignoring of reality (as an example, Weiss names the area of 
the inherited constitution of humans and, within this, their natural diff erences and the 
semantic fi eld related to the word Volk, ‘people’)46

– the infl uence of rhetorical tricks that impede the formation of a representative picture 
of opinion and thus create advantages in elections47

– personal attacks (for example accusations of fascism)48 and the employment of 
‘dirty jokes, crude rhymes and lavatory verses against the opponent’, with the goal of 
‘denigrating opponents, leaving them ridiculous and undermined’.49

Th is inception of practices of personal insult and mockery marks the 
transition from ‘Entlarvungsdiskussion’ to ‘Discussion Happening’.50 Th e 
‘Discussion Happening’ became the dominant practice in discussions between 
the 1968 protest movement and representatives of the ‘establishment’. Th e 
‘Discussion Happening’ began in the form of a plenary discussion. Yet the 
exchange of arguments was impeded through rhythmic clapping, ostentatious 
coughing, loud laughing and choruses in reaction to unpleasant utterances of 
political opponents. Police whistles, fi recrackers and tomatoes functioned as 
objects of disturbance that fi nally served to fully block communication. Th e 
‘Discussion Happening’ normally ended with the dissolution of the assembly 
and the labelling of political opponents as unworthy of being discussed 
with.

Th is was illustrated in the example of a lecture and discussion by the Mayor 
of Berlin, Klaus Schütz, with students of Berlin Colleges of Higher Education 
on 19 December 1967. Around 2,500 students had found their way to the 
Auditorium Maximum. When the mayor stepped up to the lectern, he was 
greeted with whistles and hisses, but also demonstrative applause.51 Schütz dis-
cussed the government’s foreign policy. When he claimed that peace in the 
Middle East was endangered by threats to Israel, the reactions of the public 
were once again divided; some whistled, others applauded.52 As Schütz spoke in 
favour of an end to the bombing in North Vietnam, he received applause that 
washed into calls of ‘Ho-Ho-Ho-Chi-Minh’, accompanied by rhythmic clap-
ping.53 Parts of the auditorium booed this.54 If the boos and whistles had until 
then been interpreted as a rejection of Schütz’s political opinions, they turned 
later into attacks of a personal nature. Also, Schütz’s tendency to repeat half and 
whole sentences led to the audience heckling him as a ‘blabber’ and an ‘idiot’.55 
In addition to the calls of ‘blabber’, soap bubbles were blown into the hall as 
a symbol that what Schütz said consisted of empty phrases in the view of the 
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public.56 From the fl oor, his critics accused him of violating the conversational 
maxim of relevance essential to the communicative genre of the lecture and 
discussion. Other listeners named Schütz a ‘weakling’ and a ‘fascist’,57 calling 
‘Get lost already!’, and even threatening ‘Don’t think you’re getting out of here 
intact!’58

As soon as Schütz had fi nished, a student sprang up with a two-part placard 
that he held above Schütz’s head, reading ‘Th ese idiots govern us’ and ‘Club-
thrashing phrases in our necks, that’s Berlin’s sniper [German: Schützen] poli-
tics’. Th e situation escalated. Günter Struve, Schütz’s assistant, attempted to tear 
the placard away from the student. Th is was greeted by deafening whistles and 
boos from the fl oor.59 As debate about Struve’s behaviour erupted, Wolfgang 
Lefèvre petitioned for his expulsion. Just as the mayor was about to be draped 
with a Father Christmas outfi t, a new scuffl  e broke out. Schütz threatened to put 
an end to the discussion if his assistant was forced to leave. After all this, Struve 
remained in the chamber and the discussion about foreign policy continued, 
interrupted time and again by cries of ‘Ho-Ho-Ho Chi Minh’ and rhythmic 
clapping. Fritz Teufel, just released from detention for avoiding trial, turned up 
fashionably late to the lecture and discussion, and was greeted with applause. 
With his appearance, the discussion took a further turn. It became a signal for 
the continuation of the disturbing actions of Commune I. Teufel proposed 
choosing Schütz to be Father Christmas. Teufel had brought the beard with him 
and Schütz was pelted from all sides with tinsel and scraps of beard.60 During 
this, members of the commune shouted out slogans such as: ‘Knusper Knusper 
Knäuschen / der Schütz ist aus dem Häuschen’ [Nibble nibble gnaw / Schütz has 
broken through the door] and ‘Oh du lieber Weihnachtsmann / schau uns nicht 
so böse an / wir wollen auch immer artig sein / stecke deinen Knüppel ein’ [Oh you 
dear Santa Claus / Don’t look at us like we’ve lost a screw / We always want to 
behave well / Shove your truncheon out of view].61 Th e repeated references to 
Schütz’s truncheon, as already found on the placard, recalled the brutal manner 
of the Berlin police when dealing with student demonstrators. Th e audience 
held the mayor responsible for this. However, the truncheon metaphor was also 
cruelly used by the commune members to denote the mayor’s stiff  arm: ‘Oh seht 
den armen Krüppel / sein Arm ist nur ein Knüppel’ [Oh look at the poor cripple / 
his arm is just a truncheon].62 Th ese simple lines contain an outing: with them, 
the members of the Commune I publicly emphasized that Klaus Schütz, due to a 
wartime shoulder injury, had only limited use of his right arm. Th e Berlin press 
was apparently in tacit agreement not to report on the lame arm. In the chant-
ing of these rhymes, the legal usage of state violence against radical demonstra-
tors was rewritten into the consolation of a personal shortcoming. In addition, 
members of Commune I had learnt that Schütz’s wife had been married before 
and that it was unclear whether Schütz or her fi rst husband was the biological 
father of her children. Insinuating that he was not the biological father, the com-
mune members chanted ‘Impotent Father Christmas / Turns empty phrases if 
he can’.63 Schütz was thus mocked as a Father Christmas fi gure who ‘blabbered’ 
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when left without recourse to his ‘truncheon’. His authority – one based on 
intimidation – is seen to disappear as soon as he is forced to enter into discus-
sion. What is interesting here is that the criticism of the ruling style of the mayor 
is correlated with criticism of his communicative behaviour. Th e presentation 
of the government as illegitimate was presented as evidence of its inability to 
discuss, while at the same time giving the appearance of wanting to discuss. 
Th rough the action of the commune, Klaus Schütz and the offi  ce of mayor that 
he embodied received their fi nal devaluation. Th rough countless performative 
actions, the discussion was presented as unworthy: through boos and hisses, soap 
bubbles, and cries of ‘chatterer’. Th e last speaker said, ‘His good will was only a 
feigned phrase’, adding the explicit accusation that he was ‘not capable of rigor-
ous discussion’.64

Th ese deformations of a democratically intended practice were the spark that 
ignited the criticism of liberal and conservative student organizations. Th ey were 
a factor that meant the radical left could be criticized and their method refused 
as activities of terror. Th is was the spirit in which the Heidelberger RCDS asked, 
in a satirical test of knowledge, ‘What are tomatoes?’ and identifi ed the answer 
as ‘means of building political consciousness’, mocking the position of the radi-
cal left. In response to the question ‘What is tolerance?’, the author Heinz 
Christmann off ered the following answers:

– An indispensable fundamental attitude for human co-existence?
– A capitalistic relic that will be removed by the forces of socialism.65

Summary: Discussion as Indicator and Motor of the Radicalizing 
of the 1968 Protest Movement

Th e enquiries of the previous sections have shown that the communicative prac-
tice of discussion developed rapidly over the course of the 1968 protest move-
ment. Th is development received an essential impulse from the fundamental 
opposition of the Berlin commune group to discussion with those of diff erent 
political opinions. From the beginning, they were of the opinion that discussions 
with representatives of university or political administration would not bring 
any substantial progress as long as they served only to appease activists. For this 
reason, they propagated other forms of action such as eff ective disturbance and 
provocation that were also carried over into events of university discussion. In 
the early period of the 1968 movement, this group was a contrast to the majority 
of students who were interested in politics and hoped to exercise infl uence over 
decision makers by participating in committees and public discussions. In the 
early period of the 1968 movement, ‘diskutieren’ (to discuss) meant to lead a 
discussion in the hope of fi nding a binding consensus. 

From 2 June 1967 at the latest, this began to alter. After this date an extensive 
discussion campaign aimed at the enlightenment of the public began. In order 
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to off set press reporting, that was considered to be disinformation, with explana-
tion to the public about the true goals of the 1968 movement, the activists car-
ried out a professionalizing of discussion. Working groups were also formed that 
used the academically formed models of future student public relations and at 
the same time supplied ‘discussion soldiers’ with concrete instructions for nego-
tiation. Th ese writings no longer show concern for an open discussion through 
which the interlocutors form their opinions through the exchange of arguments. 
Rather, words such as ‘agitation’ or ‘propaganda’ were used in order to name the 
goals of communicative practice.

Within this professionalizing, the origin for the hardening of discussions 
with political opponents is to be found in the movement into fi xed argumenta-
tive patterns that also occasioned a professionalizing of the exchange with the 
radical left. In guides to rhetoric and argument, typical forms of radical left 
discussion manner were analysed and counter-strategies recommended.

With the ‘Osterunruhen’ (Easter Disturbances) of 1968 and the emergency 
strike, a disappointed turning away from discussion as a means of exerting infl u-
ence can be observed. Th is was not just true for Berlin but for many university 
towns in the Federal Republic. In pamphlets and circulars, complaints mounted 
that discussions were being held but remained non-binding, and as such were 
without consequence. Frustration and professionalization combined for the 
1968 movement to make discussion primarily a means of making political oppo-
nents appear ridiculous and gaining the status of a majority opinion for the 
protesters’ opinions. For all these reasons, calls for alternative political strategies 
resonated, fi nding expression in the occupation of institutions, blockades and 
increased disruptions of lectures. At the same time, the tendency can be observed 
that discussions with representatives of the ‘establishment’, which had previously 
served to de-mask the immoral implications in the attitudes and behaviour of 
political opponents, were turned into ‘Discussion Happenings’. In them, the 
content of debate was sacrifi ced for the sake of the performative devaluation of 
the person and offi  ce of political opponents. Th e portrayal of failure in discus-
sion had become a sign that agreement was neither possible nor desirable, a sign 
of radical opposition that had broken with the norms of a majority community. 
It had become a sign of large-scale refusal.66

Reconstructed in this fashion, the history of ‘diskutieren’ about 1968 can 
read as that of a gradual approach by the majority of the 1968 movement’s 
activists to the position of the Berlin commune group. Th e commune had relied 
on disturbances and refusals of discussion from the beginning. Accordingly, the 
story of discussion is the story of the canonization of the 1968 movement. Th e 
development of discussion from consensus-orientated discussion to ‘Discussion 
Happening’ was clearly not just an indicator of this radicalization. Rather, the 
development was itself one of its factors. Th e ritual disturbances of the 1968 
movement always had a polarizing and mobilizing eff ect. 
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