Reason, Emotion, Pressure, Violence: 

Modes of Demonstration as Conceptions of Political Citizenship in 1960s West Germany

Joseph Schumpeter, the Austrian-American economist, argued that “democracy” should simply mean an opportunity for citizens to vote occasionally for their leaders.  Thereafter, they should go home and shut up until the next election, leaving the experts they had elected to do their job unpressured by any petitions, which would almost certainly be selfish.  Schumpeter’s conception of democratic citizenship was widely shared in 20th-century Germany, but many other Germans would see that conception as too limited, perhaps as impoverished.  Indeed, to limit political participation to voting marginalizes or precludes other forms of democratic political citizenship, as James Lehning has argued for France’s 3rd Republic.  So evaluating Schumpeter’s assertion does force us to confront the question of just what Germans, and we, have meant when talking of democratization.  Simply to say that democracy is the rule of the people, or to establish putatively democratic institutions but leave it at that, begs the question of how, and how far, the people are in fact going to (be allowed to) participate in ruling themselves and their polity.


One way to address that question is to look at political demonstrations.  Schumpeter would have rejected demonstrations out of hand, as did many 20th-century Germans.  To demonstrate is to assert that citizens have a substantive role in democracy beyond simply choosing elites.  Moreover, demonstrations can take various forms that involve escalating efforts to bring the political system to accept one’s point of view, so they rest on differing conceptions of the degree and type of political participation that is legitimate—or perhaps necessary—in a democracy.  Sometimes, demonstrators have articulated why they believe demonstrations, and the particular form of demonstration they practice, are appropriate.  Yet even if those demonstrating do not articulate their reasons for demonstrating or their conception of political citizenship, their actions and their words do imply some such conception.

This paper will examine both the West German student demonstrations of 1967/68, widely seen as key moments in the democratization of the society, and the public discourse about them, from supporters, opponents, and the ambivalent, in order to explore the widely varying perspectives that 1960s West Germans had on what constitutes legitimate political citizenship and “democracy.”  Doing so widens the focus from the “68ers,” a minority whose attitudes have dominated the historiography, to the strikingly broad range of opinion among West Germans.  Most West Germans in 1967/68, driven by traditional authoritarian or even Nazi views, by fears of a repeat of the Weimar Republic’s collapse, or by a narrow conception of democratic citizenship, opposed or at least would have preferred limits on the student demonstrations.  Furthermore, demonstrators were bluntly rejecting what others, often a majority, had decided—a  self-assertiveness, if not arrogance, that provoked opposition from many citizens who were being challenged to revise their opinions.  Moreover, the growing number of West Germans who favored demonstrations may have shared a commitment to broader citizen involvement in political decision-making, but they differed, often sharply, over what mixtures of orderliness, reasoned discussion, emotional commitment, playfulness, provocation, pressure, force, and violence would be legitimate as modes of demonstration—and hence over what constituted legitimate political citizenship.  Political citizenship turns out to be an extraordinarily complex and fraught subject.  And while the focus here will be on 1960s West Germans, the issues raised by their wide-ranging, often vehement discourse on demonstrations are crucial for understanding “democratization” everywhere and at all times.

Because the focus here is on conceptions of political citizenship in late 1960s West Germany, the source base will be speeches, articles, letters to the editor, pamphlets, flyers, and books written by West Germans in 1967-69.  While oral history can offer insights on past events, it is unsuited for studying attitudes about an issue, such as political citizenship, that was seldom directly addressed in the 1960s but which became a subject of considerable discussion in the 1970s through 1990s.  Indeed, when I noted this problem at a conference, a historian who had been a student in West Germany in the 1960s came up afterward to confirm these difficulties.  She said that after being interviewed in the late 2000s by a dissertator on her actions and attitudes in the late 1960s, she ended the interview by telling the dissertator not to quote her—because having gone through the interview experience she was quite sure that her replies reflected not what she had thought in 1968 but what she now thought after 40 years of further experience and reflection.

This article will focus on the period June 1967 to May 1968.  The roots of the 1967/68 protests lay in the anti-nuclear protests of the 1950s and early 1960s, in the provocative politics of groups such as the Dutch Provos and Subversive Action, and in awareness of the growing protest movements in the United States.  However, widespread public discussion of demonstrations, among students and among the general public, only began after a policeman shot a student demonstrator, Benno Ohnesorg, during a visit to West Berlin by the Shah of Iran on 2 June 1967.  After a year of increasingly militant demonstrating, the protest movement failed to block controversial legislation that formalized the federal government’s power to suspend civil liberties during an emergency.  Radical student leaders then became increasingly mired in discussions of the legitimacy of violence that were predicated on the assumption that the Federal Republic of Germany was not a democracy in which one could exercise democratic citizenship.  The student-led protest movement petered out, but the commitment to protest and the protest techniques developed in that year would continue to influence politics in the Federal Republic into the 21st century.

* * * * *


The Federal Republic of Germany’s political leaders encouraged political engagement, but they defined narrowly what forms of engagement were legitimate.  The government and the political parties had long deplored the political apathy of the postwar “skeptical generation” and had been urging young people to become politically active.  Nonetheless, in reaction to the perceived problems that had led to the Weimar Republic’s collapse, the Federal Republic’s constitution, the Grundgesetz, had privileged the political parties in politischer Willensbildung (the formation of the political will); it sought to limit political engagement outside the parties and the parliament, such as by rejecting referenda.  Political and social elites envisioned political participation as being limited to membership in the parties or in existing formal institutions such as trade unions, economic interest groups, or party-sponsored groups.  They saw no role for autonomous influence by other groups or individuals—and would indeed prove deeply suspicious of, and often vehemently opposed to, citizens who sought such a role.

Schumpeter’s conception of limited citizen involvement had its 1960s supporters among the populace.  Helene Rißmann, in terms that Schumpeter would have applauded, wrote the Tagesspiegel that citizens could vote every four years for a new government, but she went on to say, “Decency and morals command that those elected be left with the necessary calm that every orderly work demands.”  One commentator in Christ und Welt, Klaus Keßler, expressed deep ambivalence about demonstrations, saying of the demonstrators after the attack on Dutschke, “They occupy the no-man’s land between the legally legitimate and illegitimate [zwischen Recht und Unrecht], in that they demonstrate.”  Some conceived of Germany’s parliamentary democracy as meaning, as Johannes Gross put it in Christ und Welt, “that a constitutional opposition against the government can exist only in parliament and that an opposition that constitutes itself outside parliament is not only extra-parliamentary but extra-legal.”  For them, citizens apparently could act only at elections or through the parties.

Student activists complained bitterly that many West Germans in fact rejected any criticism of the existing order, through demonstrations or otherwise.  Opponents of demonstrations did not explicitly deny demonstrators’ right to criticize, but those opponents did tend to equate any criticism with subversion, indecency, or immorality.  As Erich Fischer wrote the Tagesspiegel, “Whoever has no respect for other people, who does not respect his own state, who disregards law and justice and does not integrate himself into the life order of his people, he cannot be an upstanding person.”  Joachim Fest was appalled that Germans had not learned from living through or reading about the Nazi experience; rather, most still refused to give up either their insistence that people act solely in accord with the “infamous healthy feelings of the race” or their traditional view that any oppositional behavior was at root worthy of criminal punishment.


The student movement, along with the broader APO (extra-parliamentary opposition), rejected such narrow conceptions of political citizenship and vehemently demanded effective, active, citizen participation in politischer Willensbildung in the Federal Republic.  As SDS (Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund, Socialist German Student League) leader Hans-Jürgen Krahl put it, “A social democracy lives only from the enlightened self-activity of [politically] mature human beings.”  Student and APO leaders insisted that citizens must actively fight the opinion that Art. 21 of the constitution had granted the political parties a monopoly on politischer Willensbildung, an opinion that was to be fought through the active example of citizens participating in extra-parliamentary activity.

Notably, the more radical among the students proposed to replace the Federal Republic’s parliamentary democracy with a direct democracy in which delegates were merely the spokespersons for the people who elected them and could be recalled instantly if they failed to vote as their constituents intended.  Such a polity would have demanded the active on-going support of all citizens, to a much greater extent than in a parliamentary democracy.  Direct democracy does not, though, seem to have secured any widespread support.  Indeed, a December 1967 poll suggested that even among the tiny minority who were members of the SDS, only half supported direct democracy.


For the student movement and APO, not only political engagement but also public political criticism was absolutely central to democratic citizenship.  They pointed out that the ability to engage in public political criticism was supposedly what distinguished free West Germany from Communist East Germany.  Echoing a common trope, Knut Nevermann insisted, “Calm is not the first duty of the citizen:  Critique and well-grounded analysis” were the key for West German society.  Karl Dietrich Bracher, who had already published his history of the Weimar Republic’s collapse, emphasized that “the citizen ready for critical thought and engagement” is the “precondition for a living democracy.”


To realize their new, critical activism, the student movement promoted a cluster of actions, grouped under the rubrics of demonstrations or protests.  Included were 1) demonstrations in the narrower sense, i.e., public marches or outdoor assemblies at which citizens listened to, expressed, or avowed opinions on matters of public policy; 2) sit-ins, go-ins, and teach-ins, in which citizens occupied specific indoor or outdoor spaces to express or develop opinions on matters of public policy or to pressure authorities to respond to popular demands; and 3) blockades, which would systematically prevent free movement in order to compel authorities to act as the protesters demanded.  Demonstrations and protests could involve a range of modes, e.g., discussion, play, provocation, or Gewalt, (force or violence) which demonstrators perceived at various times as most effective in securing their ends.

A central motif in discussions of demonstrations as legitimate political activity was an appeal to reason.  Both supporters and opponents of the 1960s demonstrations often rated the actions of demonstrators according to how rational they were.  The intellectuals who supported active citizen participation were often “45ers” who had come of age in the immediate post-World War II period; they emphasized reason as central to political activity.  Wolfgang Abendroth and Jürgen Habermas are two notable examples of intellectuals who, reacting against the irrationalism of the Nazis, insisted on rationality as a key criterion for political action.  In mid-1967, student leaders shared this insistence.  The Ausschuß für Öffentlichkeitsarbeit der FU (publicity committee of Free University students), for example, published a pamphlet assuring Berliners, “We are ready at any time for further exchanges of opinion, and indeed through rational conversations, not only on the streets but also, if you are interested, in special events.”  And still in late 1968, student activists could legitimate their demands for freedom of assembly as connected, like freedom of expression and freedom of the press, to the “sphere of the reasoning public.”  Citizens who wrote to the newspapers and other commentators repeatedly urged a rational or an objective or matter-of-fact (sachlich or nüchtern) approach in any demonstration or protest.


Another reflection of this rationalist approach to politics was an insistence on Argumente (reasoning, making a case) as the legitimate mode of political interaction.  Sometimes this was expressed simply as a call for discussion or to present arguments.  And many commentators in June 1967 were thrilled when students chose to appear in small groups on the Kurfürstendamm, Berlin’s legendary main shopping street, to engage passers-by in (rational) discussion of issues of public concern.  Often, however, Argumente, which were acceptable, were contrasted with throwing eggs, paint bags, or stones, which were “keine Argumente [not reasoning]” and illegitimate.  Germans were here presenting politics, and citizenship, as a process of reasoned verbal interaction involving the presentation of objective arguments and evidence.  Demonstrations were legitimate to the extent that they contributed to or constituted reasoned interchange.


To legitimate their challenge to prevailing policies and values, student activists asserted for themselves, indeed had in some way to assert for themselves, a superior degree of rationality, or at least of information for coming to rational conclusions, as compared with average citizens.  Student leader Knut Nevermann made this explicit, speaking of students as being “in greater closeness to rationality.”  This claim to superiority was implicit in numerous other student comments.  It was only strengthened for many students by their commitment to Marxism, which provided a logically consistent, comprehensive theory that gave students confidence in their greater understanding of reality than the unenlightened and which reassured students that the masses were often entrapped in various forms of false consciousness.  Indeed, students frequently based their claim to superior political maturity on the assertion that most citizens were being “held in political immaturity” and were hence lacking in both critical skills and adequate information.  Students saw this immaturity as resulting partly from the citizenry’s manipulation through the capitalist-controlled media, especially the Springer press.  However, they also saw it as purchased by elites through a systematic policy of material concessions in West Germany’s “late capitalist” consumer society.


Reacting to these claims, citizens complained bitterly, in letters to the editor and elsewhere, about the (perceived) arrogance of the youthful students.  The Spandauer Volksblatt quoted one passer-by complaining of students who lived off tax dollars, wasted time mixing in other countries’ affairs, and then would after graduation “proudly call themselves academics and gape at us ‘down below.’”  Fritz Albrecht from Berlin Tempelhof complained, “The claim to a superior access to knowledge and a cleverer evaluation, in order to justify placing themselves as the guardians of democracy, shows a shocking presumptuousness.”


Such pretensions by students were certainly unwelcome to the mass of voters, but many commentators went further, dismissing student demonstrators as too inexperienced to be taken seriously.  Berliners frequently dismissed student demands out of hand.  Often, though, citizens asserted that students would need actually to take on adult responsibilities, especially actually to work for a living, before their opinions could be worth taking seriously.  One passer-by shouted to students on the Kurfürstendamm, who were seeking a discussion with fellow citizens, “You louts must first become something before you may open your yaps.”  Others denigrated the students’ opinions because they had not experienced the war and postwar problems.  As a student group warned students, they could expect to hear from citizens they approached for discussion, “We are politically mature [mündig], we built Berlin when you were still children!”  And sociologist Erwin Scheuch agreed that “In comparison with a 24-year-old worker, a 24-year-old student is of course an illiterate about reality.”


Citizens especially rejected student activism on the grounds that students were dependent on the state.  Over one-third of students received stipends from tax revenues, and all university education was financed by the taxpayers.  Writers of letters to the editors insisted that no one could take public money and criticize public policy.  In the 19th century, opponents of working class voting often argued one needed to be economically independent before one could vote—either because dependence on an employer meant one could not make an independent decision, or because economic independence was evidence of maturity and competence, or because having an economic stake in political outcomes made one a more responsible citizen.  The 1960s saw a revised version of this argument, aimed not at the lower social orders but at the future elite.


And indeed a fundamental problem for protesters of any sort is that challenging prevailing opinion does require a degree of self-assertion that can easily slide into arrogance.  To engage in debate implies or asserts some superiority of knowledge or judgment over one’s interlocutor.  Moreover, protesting or debating public policy in a democracy very often requires challenging majority opinion, the very source of political legitimacy in a democracy.  Some students at least recognized this dilemma.  A June 1967 pamphlet for students who would be going to the Kurfürstendamm to initiate discussions with Berliners warned, “Don’t shock your interlocutor by noting at first that you’re better informed.”  Among the replies from citizens it told the students to expect was, “Who gave you the right to set yourself up as the guardian of democracy?”  Not surprisingly, Berliners resented being told they were ignorant or dim-witted for supporting either the existing political and economic systems or widely supported domestic and foreign policies—especially when inexperienced youths were the ones doing the telling.


Commentators who were committed to rational exchange often attacked what they saw as evidence of emotionalism or irrationalism among demonstrators.  Jürgen Engert rejected “direct action,” as “the replacement of politics by emotion.”  Berlin politician Heinrich Lummer (CDU), after characterizing democracy as “fully decisively based on discussion and rational disputation,” contrasted such rationalism with the emotionalism of the student movement, with its charismatic leadership styles and “emotional symbols.”  A frequent accusation was that the students were succumbing to a revived Romanticism that precluded the kind of sober analysis that political life demanded.


Central to the repudiation of emotionalism and Romanticism were fears that such approaches to political action constituted or could lay the groundwork for a revival of fascism.  The most famous example of this was Jürgen Habermas’s distraught warning in 1967 against a “left-fascism.”  Even though he subsequently distanced himself from the phrase, he and others—even while supporting demonstrations in principle—continued to cite what they saw as disturbing parallels between Nazism and certain aspects of the student movement and of the APO (e.g., emotionalism, Romanticism, communalism).


Many Germans conceptualized the citizen, or at least the politically mature citizen, as a rational agent who was well-informed about public affairs.  Evidence of emotionalism or irrationalism was hence grounds for dismissing or at least not taking seriously an individual citizen’s views.  Similarly, evidence of a lack of knowledge or a blindness to facts was disqualifying.  These perspectives were shared by opponents of the APO, by sympathetic observers, and by the protesters themselves, at least initially.  Yet where before World War I Germans had often proved willing permanently to disqualify whole social classes, or at least limit their voting rights, Germans in the 1960s saw disqualification as something contingent, which could be overcome through learning or experience or an objective attitude.
A fundamental disagreement about the basis of knowledge was, though, in evidence here.  Where students emphasized their theoretical or bookish knowledge, many citizens emphasized practical experience as a superior form of knowledge, indeed as a prerequisite for political citizenship.  Both Schumpeter and the students were appealing to expertise as the bases for being taken seriously, even if they disagreed about almost everything else.  The assertion that the Normalbürger’s (average citizen’s) life experience should be the precondition for active citizenship, or the primary basis for evaluating public policy proposals, constituted a fundamental repudiation of Schumpeterian democratic conservatism, student activism, and traditional liberal rationality.  It has not been confined to Germany but has been common elsewhere, such as in the political rise of Sarah Palin in the United States.

Some student demonstrators, though, were moving away from the citizen as rational interlocutor because they doubted the rationality of society and the ability of mere reason to secure meaningful change.  Central to this perception was widespread fear that the West German press, dominated, especially in West Berlin, by the conservative Springer publishing firm, was systematically manipulating public opinion in ways that subverted the very possibility of democratic action.  If rational democratic citizenship depended on access to accurate information about the society and its problems, then that citizenship depended on the citizenry having access to and consuming substantive and objective media.  Yet Springer’s, and many other West German, papers preferred the sensationalistic if trivial to the dull but important or indeed sought actively to discredit the political center and left through tendentious reporting.  Effective democratic citizenship, demonstrators argued, required a means to break through the manipulated crust of West German society.


The students’ initial commitment to rational discourse hence gave way to a frequent emphasis on playfulness and provocation.  Peter Schneider provided the most famous statement of their concerns, as he pointed out eloquently that students were ignored when they spoke rationally and only secured the attention of elites and the larger society when they moved beyond rational discussion to provocations.


The provocative playfulness that characterized some student demonstrations could be amusing but was also serious.  For example, when the police permitted one demonstration in West Berlin only if the organizers provided at least one parade marshal for each 50 demonstrators, the organizers appointed 50 marshals for each “demonstrator.”  The playfulness of the Kommune 1 was radically serious.  They planned a “pudding bomb” for visiting US Vice-President Hubert Humphrey, to highlight the devastating bombing the U.S. was engaging in in Vietnam, and, during a demonstration, they dressed up as monks and paused periodically to pray for “forgiveness” for their radicalism.  Demonstrators intended such actions to make a mockery of the existing social order and thereby to undercut the existing elites and policies and promote the students’ alternatives—without benefit of rational discourse.



If playfulness could be provocative, student demonstrators often engaged in provocation that was not playful.  Provocation increasingly took the form of so-called limited rule infringement.  The rules infringed could be those of politeness, as when demonstrators heckled a speaker or interrupted a church service to demand discussion of current events.  The rules could be legal norms, as when demonstrators threw eggs or tomatoes or ignored the limits that the police, acting under law, set for a demonstration.  Some students acted provocatively so as to secure the rational discussion that society refused to engage in when they simply demonstrated, a position that Habermas, for example, embraced.  Some hoped that provocation would somehow convince opponents or observers of the correctness of student demands.  For some, the goal of provocation was to show up the existing order for its undemocratic or “fascistic” nature by eliciting disproportionate or violent and repressive responses.  At times, such as after the assassination attempt against Dutschke, provocation seemed to become an end in itself.  In each case, though, the students were asserting that democratic citizenship entitled, or indeed compelled, the individual to ignore social and legal norms in making their political case on vital issues.  The demonstrators were often (arrogantly?) setting themselves above the law.


West Germans often associated rule infringement with non-violent protest in the United States, particularly with its Civil Rights movement—with one striking absence.  For the US Civil Rights movement, a corollary of non-violent rule infringement, of civil disobedience, was a willingness to go to jail for one’s rule infringement, to show the seriousness of one’s commitment both to one’s ideas and to the rule of law and constitutional democracy.  The expressed willingness to go to jail gave US Civil Rights protesters a moral weight.  With only a couple of exceptions, though, German supporters of civil disobedience failed even to mention as legitimate any legal punishment for their infringing the law. 


West Germans generally opposed provocation, often vehemently.  Many saw it as “abandoning [rational] argumentation.”  Dr. Rolf Tiedemann argued that even “dadaistic forms of demonstration” could have a “core of political rationality”—but for most Germans, provocation, including mockery, was not rational analysis or sober discussion.  So resorting to provocation meant abandoning, implicitly, the citizen’s proper role as rational debater.  The BZ (a Springer paper), was “shaking and shameful” in the face of the 2 June 1967 anti-Shah demonstration and declared, “Whoever engages in provocation against decency and morals must expect to be called to order by the decent.”  For other opponents of demonstrations, the resort to provocation constituted an attack on order, an attack that was, implicitly or explicitly, unacceptably disruptive and threatening.


Order was a very high priority for West Germans, the highest for voters in Southwest Germany, according to a poll.  For many, probably the overwhelming majority of, 1960s West Germans, authority was something that simply had to be maintained.  When police efforts to crush an anti-Shah demonstration in West Berlin ended with an officer shooting a student, Mayor Heinrich Albertz’s response was, “Security and order must continue to be guaranteed in this city.”  The Presidium of the Berlin Chamber of Industry and Commerce agreed, announcing, “Economy and well-being can flourish only when order rules.”


Commentators and common citizens repeatedly attacked protesters for insulting worthy individuals.  For example, one Berliner wrote to the Tagesspiegel insisting that anyone who insulted or threatened leaders of his own land or official guests could not be considered a decent person [anständige Mensch].  The newspaper of the policemen’s union assured its readers that “we respect every political opinion when it is expressed within the framework of the rules of the democratic game.”  However, it continued, “It may not come to calumny and insult to the institutions of the state!”  One anonymous letter writer complained to the Student Assembly (AStA) of Berlin’s Free University that “The students, with their unworthy conduct toward a guest of the state, have done serious damage to Germany’s reputation.”  A particular concern was that the demonstrators sought to make the police look ridiculous, weakening them and authority.  Concerns about reputation reflected a sense of the social and international orders, and one’s own position in them, as fragile, so fragile that any individual or institution was at risk from the slightest questioning of status.


That sense of the fragility, the terrifying fragility, of order permeated popular responses and drove demands to exercise tight control over demonstrators.  As a practical matter, the West Berlin police manual prescribed, “Through subduing small groups in the first stages, one prevents the broadening of the unrest.”  Commentators, writers of letters to the editor, and public officials all insisted that the protectors of order had to respond immediately and firmly, indeed perhaps harshly, to any threat to order.  Such threats needed to be “nipped in the bud [im Keim erstickt werden],” as the West Berlin CDU (and others) put it.  When demonstrators interrupted a Lutheran church service to demand a discussion of US policy in Vietnam, one retired clergyman echoed common views when he insisted that “one may under no circumstances give in to the demands of the hooligans” and that such disruptions resulted above all from “the culpable surrender of authority.”  And polls showed majority support for vigorous police actions, including force, against demonstrators.


Many Germans clearly shared the problematic stereotype of any crowd as hysterical, lacking in self-control, anonymous, susceptible to demagogy.  Police psychologist Helmut Kentler, commenting on the West Berlin police, saw them as “psychologically still stuck in the 19th century, with Le Bon’s mass psychology, according to which the human being in the mass loses his head and reflexively gives himself over to the instructions of the leader of the mass.”  Christian Democratic student leaders embraced crowd psychology, with its emphasis on the crowd as subject to “whipped up emotional reactions.”  The Federal Ministry of the Interior characterized sit-ins as carefully planned for the “exploitation of mass psychological possibilities.”
  If a crowd were in fact that manipulable, demonstrations would be dangerous indeed.

Opponents of the student demonstrations often saw them as simply another example of outbreaks by Halbstarke, hooligans.  Periodically in the 1950s and early 1960s, young Germans had participated in mini-riots.  West Germans had found such events deeply disturbing and threatening, particularly as they seemed to adults to have no reasonable basis.  They suggested irrational, seething, and dangerous forces in society, barely held in check.  Numerous references to student demonstrators as Halbstarke echoed these anxieties.
 

Germans have often been seen as inherently or traditionally inclined to authoritarianism or at least to a disproportionate respect for authority.  Those observing popular responses to student demonstrations frequently noted this presumed predisposition in seeking to explain the widespread and often deep antipathy to student activism.  They could still describe that attitude, as Prof. Wilhelm Weischedel did, as part of the “German national character.”  To explain resistance to protest, a letter writer referred to the “still existing Untertanenkomplex” (obsequiousness, submissiveness) of Germans.


Popular responses to student unrest also revealed disturbing evidence of continuing support for the Nazi regime.  For many Germans, the 3rd Reich had been a time of economic recovery, full employment, and community, even if an enforced community.  A journalist reported that “respectable Schwabian [Southwest German] citizens” who fell into discussion with protesters “suddenly remembered just how calm it had been in Hitler’s time, what order ruled then, what need this democracy had for a strong man”—who would keep traffic moving.  When students held a demonstration after Ohnesorg’s shooting, a journalist for Die Zeit reported that numerous Berliners called for sending students to work or concentration camps and for a strong man for the country.  A speaker in Munich cited a letter from a friend in Berlin who had heard numerous calls from passers-by for gassing or shooting students and at least a dozen calls for the return of Hitler.


Many other Germans, though, rejected demonstrations because they feared a repetition of the Nazi seizure of power, which they ascribed to the Weimar Republic’s weaknesses, including its failure to control the street violence and disorder that the Nazis, and Communists, had unleashed, 1929-1933.  W. U. wrote the Berliner Morgenpost, “It’s high time that we establish order and stop all the excesses.  A too-generously interpreted democratic freedom destroyed Weimar, too.”  The Federal Minister for Family and Youth pointed out that the students’ elders had experienced the end of the Weimar Republic, “in whose last years freedom was abused in an unconstrained struggle of all against all.  Order seemed to have become impossible in freedom, and therefore regimentation through violence found sympathy and support.”  A. D. Moses emphasizes here the generational divide between those with some direct experience of Weimar’s collapse or of the Third Reich and a younger generation who had trouble taking seriously the older generation’s fears.
  Such fears may not have been reasonable as assessments of the demonstrations that were taking place in West Germany in the later 1960s, but the concerns they reflected were not unreasonable, given Germany’s recent experience.


Although many Germans spoke primarily or indeed only of the need for order and authority, others explicitly emphasized democracy—but with the proviso that democracy could only function or survive within a rigid framework of rules and orderliness.  The academic senate of Berlin’s Free University, for example, supported the right to demonstrate, but within the boundaries of “the laws that guarantee the state order.”  A letter writer asserted, “There must ultimately be a limit to freedom and democracy.” One poll found that 67% of a cross section of the population, though, 46% of students, agreed with the statement, “The citizen loses the right to strike and demonstrate if he thereby endangers public order.”  Given the widespread support for strikes among German workers, one has to suspect the numbers among the population agreeing would have been substantially higher if only the right to demonstrate had been mentioned.  Heinrich Lummer, head of the West Berlin CDU, argued, “We will not make ourselves here proponents of an absolute order that takes away every right, limits every bit of freedom, but we will here most certainly call the students…to reflect that the concepts freedom and order stand in a dialectical relationship to one another and that one makes the state kaput if on the one side one emphasizes only the freedom and openness of the society, just as one makes it kaput if one emphasizes only the order and only the authority.  Both belong together in this state.”  The citizen had no right, many clearly believed, to exceed the limits a necessary orderliness set on demonstrations, setting significant constraints in the name of a putatively higher set of political values.

For many Germans, democracy seemed to mean “not Communism.”  In letters to the editors and other sources the writer or speaker frequently would denounce the demonstrators because of their imagined ties to the East German regime or to Stalinism or even just for insufficient anti-Communism.  A “Berlin worker” touted free demonstrations, but insisted that that could not include providing aid and comfort to the East German Communists.  Certainly the conservative press promoted and many West Germans believed that the often avowedly Marxist demonstrators must be agents of or duped or controlled by the Communist enemy to the East.  Moreover, many opponents of the students dismissed their demonstrations because they did not demonstrate against the Berlin Wall or against circumstances in East Germany.  And there were calls for the students who disapproved of West Germany to leave it for East Germany.  Supporters of the students pointed out that the same people who now condemned student demonstrators as hooligans had chosen to ignore or applaud student activism, even if it bordered on or involved criminality, when it was aimed at the Berlin Wall.  Democratic citizenship, for many Germans, was not about dissent, about questioning policies or conditions within the West German polity, but about affirmation, about bolstering the West German polity through criticizing an Other, in this case Communism, and not criticizing one’s own.


West Berlin’s self-perceived special status as beleaguered bastion of freedom, a front city in the Cold War, influenced attitudes, especially in that city, toward student protest.  Berliners reacted particularly allergically to student protesters who were pro-Communist or even insufficiently anti-Communist.  Many Berliners, however, insisted that all the city’s residents must rally behind the city government, and especially with the USA, against the Communist threat, so that protest of any kind was divisive and dangerous.  And the city’s growing economic crisis from the mid-1960s only confirmed for many Berliners the need for unity.  Ulrich Preuß suggested that given 1960s West Berlin’s economic crisis, any attempt “to counter an acclamatory public with a critical [one] must seem like sacrilege.”  And the radical Dieter Kunzelmann moved to West Berlin in part because he thought he could most easily use the “hysteria of the front-line city” and the hypersensitivity of its right-wing oriented media to get his ideas widely reported.


Numerous news stories, commentaries, and letters to the editor revealed a strong commitment among West Germans to conformity and submission as socially desirable values.  When Der Spiegel polled students in June 1967, after Ohnesorge’s death by shooting, its interviewers painstakingly evaluated the students’ clothing, hair, and demeanor.  West Germans often denounced youth fashions, seeing them as dangerous signs of rebellion.  On demonstration days, anti-student mobs occasionally attacked passers-by and spectators just for having beards and rimless glasses or long hair and turtlenecks.  Many people clearly found the mere fact of socially unusual sartorial and tonsorial choices to be deeply threatening.  Germans could also explicitly demand submission to social norms as necessary and good.  In a business periodical, for example, a commentator asserted and embraced “the natural compulsion to adapt oneself to the community…”

Many citizens seemed to think that demonstrations were only acceptable if they reflected the opinion of the majority—the already existing majority.  The most common way that this was expressed was in the insistence that only those who acted in accord with (prevailing notions of) decency and morals [Anstand und Sitte] had a right to protest or demonstrate.  On one level, citizens directed this demand against what they perceived as, or were told by the conservative press was, the rowdiness or hooliganism of demonstrators.  On another level, though, many of them clearly believed that traditional, indisputable communal values existed and that democracy could allow for the expression and maintenance only of those communal values.  The BZ, fulminated the day after Benno Ohnesorg was shot, “The upstanding in this city are, however, the mass of Berliners who rebuilt Berlin and who reconstructed Berlin’s economy.  The city belongs to them.  And only to them!”  Moreover, many citizens clearly believed that, in a democratic polity, demonstrations must foster the system, values, and policies that a majority had voted for, not an alternative they had not.  Such views, Richard Löwenthal argued, were especially powerful in a community, such as Berlin, that felt beleaguered by its growing economic crisis and the surrounding Communist state: “And a custom can develop that is so strong that people forget that the open expression of differences of opinion is a vital element of democracy and that they begin to believe that a good democrat is thereby defined in that they have no differences of opinion with other democrats.”  Demonstration hence became about affirmation or acclamation, as at May Day or 17 June, not about dissent.  And while this attitude may have been strongest in beleaguered West Berlin, it was widespread elsewhere in West Germany as well.

The West Germans who shared this communalist version of democracy could appeal to a long intellectual tradition.  Ancient Athens, the putative source and model of democracy for many observers, did not have any guaranteed rights as against the polis, not even any right to dissent.  Citizens could speak freely within the assembly, but not necessarily outside it, as Socrates famously discovered.  Moreover, Athens had laws against proposing changes to existing law.  The inclusion of bills of rights and similar provisions in recent democratic constitutions may well be necessary to protect minorities, to secure the right to dissent, and to enable majorities to make informed decisions and come to terms with changing circumstances.  Nonetheless, the latter conception of democratic citizenship needed to be propounded, not assumed.


If many Germans emphasized limits on demonstrations, others argued that a central purpose, indeed perhaps the whole point, of demonstrations was to put pressure on the political system to induce that system to pursue, or not pursue, specific policy goals.  Demonstrators pointed to past developments, e.g., the Spiegel Affair or the events after Benno Ohnesorg’s death, as evidence that only pressure from the people could bring parliaments and politicians to address vital issues or take appropriate actions.


Many Germans, though, vehemently opposed any pressure on elected officials through demonstrations.  They were particularly opposed to demonstrations as constituting a “pressure from the streets” that they rejected out of hand as reminiscent of the Nazis and Communists and as utterly unacceptable.  The leadership of the Berlin branch of the German Civil Service Youth, for example, asserted that “in a democratic Rechtsstaat political differences of opinion are not to be conducted in the streets.”  And politicians who took demonstrations seriously were often seen as cravenly “capitulating to the streets.”  That the political system had only seriously taken up University reform, whose necessity no one denied, when the students went into the streets, simply meant that politicians needed to work to forestall the impression that they would only act under massive pressure.  A belief that overarching issues of order and power were fundamentally at stake whenever governments dealt with demonstrators seems to have been at stake here.


Noteworthy in this regard is Johannes Agnoli’s argument that demonstrations are just one form of pressure in a political system that readily accepted other forms of pressure.  If an average person wrote a letter to a politician or if students petitioned the parliament, they were ignored.  Yet when a rich man wrote a letter (a “postal go-in,” Agnoli said) or the Association of German Industrialists petitioned, policymakers listened—and closely.  Such petitions by the rich, he asserted, in fact constituted far more pressure than a go-in by dozens of students.  His article was reprinted at least twice in 1968, but his point was neither addressed by opponents nor taken up by supporters of demonstrations.  Nonetheless, it seems crucial for assessing the legitimacy of demonstrations.  In many cases, demonstrations clearly did constitute an attempt at pressure by the populace, or at least portions thereof.  If they were illegitimate because they were pressure, then so were letters and petitions that the economically important sent to pressure policymakers.  Schumpeter would have agreed that all pressure was illegitimate, but very few 1960s Germans, even among vehement opponents of demonstrations, seem to have shared Schumpeter’s view here.  Conversely, though, if letters and petitions as pressure could be legitimate, so, it would seem, could demonstrations.


If order and pressure were subjects of debate, Gewalt was even more so.  Part of that debate reflected the broad range of meanings Gewalt can have in German, from (state) power to force to violence.  Part of it, though, reflected substantive disagreements about what role democratic citizens should play.

Some protesters were convinced that the existing system in the Federal Republic ruled, in an authoritarian manner, through Gewalt.  For some, this meant Gewalt in the sense of violence, primarily the violence of the police, who frequently lashed out at demonstrators with brutal physical force.  For others, though, this meant Gewalt in the sense of the system’s coercive power over individuals and their lives, through law, custom, education, mass media, and public pressure.  If the “system” ruled illegitimately through Gewalt then, some students argued, the citizens were justified in responding with Gegengewalt.  The latter can be translated in some contexts as counter-violence but seems most often to have meant to later 1960s German protesters a counter-force or counter-power.  That still left open the question of whether and what sorts of Gewalt would in fact be justified.


In 1967, the “question of Gewalt” was often addressed in the abstract or with reference to the appropriateness of aggressive protest actions such as sit-ins or go-ins.  Participants and observers also occasionally discussed Gewalt gegen Sachen (force against things), which generally referred to actions such as throwing eggs or tomatoes or paint bags, that were unlikely physically to injure a person but would damage their possessions and dignity, or to other actions that damaged property, such as breaking windows or overturning cars.  In the aftermath of the assassination attempt on Dutschke, radical students frequently called for Gewalt gegen Sachen and began debating Gewalt gegen Personen (force against persons, violence).  After stone throwers killed a photographer and a student at a demonstration, apparently inadvertently, opponents of any Gewalt pointed out, vociferously, that these tragedies proved that one could not in practice distinguish between Gewalt gegen Sachen and gegen Personen.  Despite these debates among (radical) students, West Germans overwhelmingly rejected Gewalt as a demonstration tactic, though older voters were more likely to do so than younger voters.


Establishing what sense of citizenship, of political activism, drove proponents of Gewalt is difficult.  Occasionally, proponents would reiterate that a manipulated press and an indifferent or repressive political system required drastic action, including Gewalt, if citizens were to break through the barriers to rational political argument and articulate their views effectively, so that Gewalt gegen Sachen was acceptable.  One notable discussion involved proposals to blockade the Autobahn in West Berlin to coerce the government into releasing detained demonstrators.  That proposal implied citizen as committed agent seeking to compel a change in government policy—but not as rational interlocutor.  Sometimes the Gewalt seemed to be only a means of lashing out, as when Klaus Meschkat asserted that broken windows and burning autos were the “sole adequate answer” to the attack on Dutschke.  Yet student proponents of Gewalt could acknowledge that the society’s Gewalt was stronger and would preclude their using Gewalt to get their (immediate) goals.  Indeed, growing evidence suggested that Gewalt was not only inefficacious in convincing the citizenry, but was actually counterproductive.  By the summer of 1968, the student movement had reached a crisis, where the debate over tactics seemed unmoored from any considered strategy for securing majority support—and from any clear sense of what democratic citizenship might mean when the overwhelming majority of the demos refused, despite repeated demonstrations, to be convinced by a committed minority.  The result was a splintering of the student movement, with the activists drawn increasingly to sectarian isolation or terrorism.

*******


Unfortunately, polling in late 1960s West Germany seldom asked directly about the issues at stake in this article, but some conclusions are possible.  One poll from early 1968 surveyed a sample of youth still in education.  Two-thirds said they would protest.  Only 22% would they would do so just to challenge authority figures, while half would protest over pupil or student self-administration, 54% over Vietnam, and 63% over higher public transit fares.  Questioned about various protest methods, 89% said they would demonstrate, 56% would participate in sit-ins at school or university, 32% would block traffic, and 23% would resist police efforts to break up a demonstration or hit back if police used truncheons.  Youth were clearly divided about what practices were appropriate for democratic citizens but generally had a relatively activist conception of democratic citizenship.  Polling involving the general public usually asked only if people supported demonstrating or the use of Gewalt.  The polls focused on age and, to a lesser degree, class as categories.  In spring 1968, people over 50 generally dismissed student protests as unjustified, and overall only 40% of men and 39% of workers believed the protests were justified.  Before the occasionally violent protests after the assassination attempt on Dutschke, 33% saw the protests as a “fresh breeze” and 32% saw them as a danger, while afterwards 44% saw them as a danger but 39% saw them as a fresh breeze.  Among West Berliners, 92% “rejected ‘the use of force [Gewaltanwendung] by protesting students.’”


Fears of disorder were a powerful force in 1960s West Germany.  Such fears inclined many West Germans to ambivalence about, indeed often opposition to, citizen activism.  Some of them do seem to have wanted to let the experts do their jobs or to let the parties exercise their constitutionally approved predominance in politischer Willensbildung—not to let back-seat driving mess things up.  For others, petitioning would have been perfectly fine, but demonstrations were unacceptable because they were perceived as inherently disorderly and dangerous or because they evoked memories of 1930s Nazi-Communist street battles and of Weimar democracy’s collapse.  Others could accept demonstrations in principle but wanted them sharply limited in their practices.  What united these citizens was a perception of democracy as a modest voice for citizens, at the least in selection of elites but at most in orderly, deferential admonitions to them.


Increasingly, though, Germans were coming to believe that the democratic citizen was an active participant in public affairs.  That activism was best pursued through rational discussion and debate, leading to better policy outcomes and widespread popular support for policies.  Demonstrations were then appropriate to the extent that they furthered rational interaction among demonstrators and among demonstrators, the wider public, and politicians.  They might be necessary to break through media and other barriers to understanding.  Some supporters of citizen activism could accept even provocation as a useful tactic, insofar as it spurred citizens and policymakers to think about and discuss issues.  Many 45ers had long promoted such a notion of democratic citizenship, rooted in long-standing liberal traditions in Germany, Europe, and the United States.  That notion seemed even more attractive in reaction to the irrationalism, communalism, and hierarchy of the 3rd Reich—albeit, 45ers tended to be uncomfortable with provocation.  Moreover, students and younger West Germans seem to have embraced demonstrations as rational discourse, probably because of the educational efforts of the Allies and the West German government and the more liberal attitude among broad segments of the West German media, especially after the late 50s.  The poll results showing increasing support for demonstrations with declining age reflect one element in the growing acceptance of demonstrations in West Germany over the 1970s—many older opponents of public demonstrations were presumably dying out.


Less common was a conception of the democratic citizen as agent powerful in his or her own right.  The notion that individual citizens, through group action, might bring pressure to bear on the political system seemed problematic to many West Germans and deeply problematic to others.  Authoritarian traditions seem to have played a role, but so did often vivid memories of “pressure from the streets” from Nazi and Communist paramilitary groups and its role in undermining Weimar democracy.  Many West Germans also clearly found it undemocratic for unelected individual citizens to seek to bring pressure to bear on a democratically elected government.  Moreover, many Germans appeared to have resented deeply the implicit and occasionally explicit claim to superior wisdom that demonstrators had to make to justify questioning a democratically-arrived-at decision.  Proponents of citizen pressure, though, argued that no government could be trusted to make the right decision all the time.  Manipulation through the Springer press, other media, the parties, and the government was always a risk.  Democratic citizens, such demonstrators argued, could and should be trusted to point out mistakes and seek to get policymakers to do the right thing, especially, as Agnoli pointed out, as certain individuals and groups regularly—and successfully—brought pressure to bear on governments and parties through letters and petitions.

Proposals to resort to Gewalt raised particularly difficult questions.  When students proposed to blockade the Autobahn to secure the release of detained demonstrators or to blockade printing factories to prevent the distribution of Springer newspapers, they were asserting a substantial degree of power for an organized minority, and in fact a tiny minority, of citizens.  Convinced that vital issues were at stake, they were seeking forcibly to substitute their minority judgment for that of the constitutionally and democratically legitimate authorities.  Not surprisingly, such pretensions were not well received by most Germans (many of whom had voted for those democratic governments) and contributed significantly to the decline of the student movement.  Even less well received were calls to resort to violence against persons, which clearly proposed to substitute physical force for the rule of law and democratic governance.

Democratic governance requires more than democratic institutions and universal suffrage.  Already in the 1950s, political scientists were emphasizing the importance of political culture for enabling formally democratic institutions actually to function democratically.  We need, though, also to be aware that people have had widely varying conceptions of just what democratic citizenship might mean.  1960s West Germans often believed that citizen political engagement should be limited to voting or at most to structured participation in existing organizations.  The student demand for an activist democratic citizenry was a radical proposal for many, and it raised complex questions about just how broad the scope of legitimate political activism should be and about what tactics would be appropriate.  Those questions have continued to spark debate in the Federal Republic—even as the student conception of the activist, demonstrating citizen has come to be widely accepted.  And those questions are, explicitly or (more usually) implicitly, at stake in any (putatively) democratic polity.
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