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“1968” East and West:

Divided Germany as a Case Study in Transnational History

TIMOTHY S. BROWN

THE YOUTH REBELLIONS OF THE LATE 1960s—associated in the popular and scholarly
consciousness with the year 1968—were part of a global event. They embraced, in
differing forms, the capitalist West as well as the communist East, the countries of
the Third World as well as those of the First and Second. The term “1968” has
become a shorthand not only for a particular series of events—social unrest in lo-
cations as diverse as Mexico and China, France and Japan, Czechoslovakia and the
United States—but for a certain type of interconnectedness closely associated with
the process of globalization shaping the contemporary world. Yet the study of “1968”
poses a set of profound conceptual and practical difficulties. Alongside the basic
problem of analyzing an ill-defined “event” with amorphous contours, decentralized
agency, and (in most cases) little lasting institutional signature, there is the question
of how exactly its “globality” is to be studied. However global in scope and orien-
tation, “1968” was played out in and around specific national contexts, and it is to
these that we must look to understand the larger, world event. Yet the nation-state
cannot function as our primary frame of reference, not only because of the impor-
tance of transnational influences in shaping local events, but because of how inti-
mately “1968” was linked to the creation of globalizing imagined communities that
cut across national boundaries.1

Work on “1968” has increasingly emphasized comparative perspectives and the
investigation of transnational linkages; yet it has also exhibited a tendency to take
the “global” somewhat for granted. That is, the global—whether it is understood to
function as a “spirit” or Zeitgeist, as an ideological orientation or commitment among
actors, or simply as a conjunctural fact—is often treated as little more than a product
of the nation-state multiplied. Perhaps this is unavoidable to a certain extent, and
indeed, maybe it makes sense if the goal is to demonstrate fundamental similarities
across national cases. Yet this approach does not help us very much in writing about
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individual national cases, nor does it give us a very concrete understanding of how
globality functioned in them. A more useful approach is one in which the globality
of “1968” does not merely become a function of “one, two, many nation-states,” but
is understood to arise out of the interplay of global factors at the local level. This
approach entails two complementary lines of inquiry. First, we must identify trans-
national influences, analyzing their mode of transmission and exploring how they
articulated with local concerns, goals, traditions, and histories. This entails a focus
not only on modes of transfer, but on the conditions governing the reception of what
is transferred. Second, we must examine how local actors imagined themselves into
the world, creating alternative cognitive maps that corresponded to a new type of
politics. This approach—situating the local within the global while locating the global
at work locally—can enable us to place the history of individual nation-states in the
new perspective provided by an enlarged frame of reference, while capturing, in a
concrete way, something of the globality of “1968.”2

THE GLOBAL FINDS EXPRESSION IN THE LOCAL in a particularly profound way in divided
Germany. Lying as it did on either side of the “Iron Curtain,” divided Germany—by
which is meant East Germany and West Germany, the two states created by the Cold
War superpowers atop the ruins of the German state defeated in World War II—
holds some special advantages as a case study. In the Federal Republic, the global,
transnational aspects of “1968” were writ particularly large. The core group of mil-
itants who radicalized the West German student movement, leading it into an es-
calating series of conflicts with the authorities, were motivated by an explicit set of
linkages. Some of these—including the desire to import the struggle of the Third
World against imperialism into the heart of the metropole—were a general part of
the world youth rebellion, at least in the West; others—such as the link between the
Cold War (of which the U.S. war in Vietnam was a part) and the partition of Ger-
many and Berlin—were specific to Germany. Their young counterparts in the east
also understood themselves as part of a global community, a community that in-
cluded not only the student movements of the West and the anti-imperialist revo-
lutionaries of the Third World, but also young people pursuing a democratic socialist
alternative in the East.

Both Germanies also took part in an international cultural revolution that has
figured prominently in much of the recent literature. International networks of con-
sumption and cultural exchange drew the Federal Republic of Germany into the web
of global youth culture, a youth culture that in turn played a key role in the con-
struction of political identities. A similar situation existed in the German Democratic
Republic, where, despite intermittent state repression, Western music and fash-

2 See George Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968 (Boston, 1987);
Gerd-Rainer Horn, The Spirit of ’68: Rebellion in Western Europe and North America, 1956–1976 (Oxford,
2006); Jeremy Varon, Bringing the War Home: The Weather Underground, the Red Army faction, and
Revolutionary Violence in the Sixties and Seventies (Berkeley, Calif., 2004); Jeremi Suri, Power and Protest:
Global Revolution in the Age of Détente (Cambridge, Mass., 2003); Robert V. Daniels, Year of the Heroic
Guerrilla: World Revolution and Counterrevolution in 1968 (Cambridge, Mass., 1989); Carole Fink et al.,
eds., 1968: The World Transformed (Cambridge, 1998); Wolfgang Kraushaar, 1968: Das Jahr das alles
verändert hat (Munich, 1998).
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ion—as well as home-grown variants—became increasingly popular from the mid-
sixties on. The question of how and to what extent this youth cultural wave was linked
to specific political protest movements—or the extent to which it is to be seen as
“political” in its own right—has been the subject of debate; but it is clear that by the
late 1960s, international youth culture had become so closely intertwined with anti-
authoritarian left-wing politics that the two were increasingly seen, by both friend
and foe, as synonymous. One task must therefore be to examine the interplay be-
tween the elements of the international counterculture, on the one hand, and the
ideas of the global New Left, on the other, for their relationship varied from location
to location.3

It is helpful in this regard to think in terms of two “1968s.” The “big 1968” is the
emancipatory complex made up of international youth culture, on the one hand, and
an associated set of anti-authoritarian ideas, on the other; the “small 1968” is the
form the larger complex takes in an individual national setting. Thus, for example,
when we refer to the “East German 1968,” we understand an event that bears re-
semblance to other events elsewhere around the same time and is connected to them
to a greater or lesser extent by more or less organic linkages—an event in which
actors understand themselves as part of a global phenomenon and partake of ideas
and practices in general circulation. Yet we also understand an event in which both
the valence of the political ideas of the “big 1968” and the conditions governing the
reception of transnational youth culture are subtly but decisively different than they
are elsewhere. Attention to this distinction between the “big” and the “small” must
be central to any attempt to write a history of “1968” in a particular nation-state,
for it is out of their intersection that the particular shape of events emerges.4

This is one reason why “1968” must be seen and analyzed in a wider temporal
dimension; not only did the political “big events” take place on their own timeta-
bles—in West Germany it took more than a decade for the key events of the late
sixties (the most important of which arguably took place in 1967) to be retroactively
fitted into the scheme of a world-revolutionary “1968,” and in East Germany other
caesurae (1953, 1965, 1971, 1989) loom large—but the reception and processing of
international popular culture, the speed and extent to which it could become con-
nected with an emancipatory politics, was decisively affected by local cultural-po-
litical conditions. In the German Democratic Republic, some of the key caesurae
having to do with the possibility of an emancipatory breakout (e.g., 1965, 1971) relate
precisely to the regime’s attempts to come to terms with the local reception of global
popular culture. This makes the problem of “1968” in the German Democratic Re-
public—no less than in the Federal Republic of Germany—a transnational-historical
one; for it was around the issue of reception—primarily of Western popular culture,

3 See the essays in Axel Schildt and Detlef Siegfried, eds., Between Marx and Coca-Cola: Youth
Cultures in Changing European Societies (New York, 2006); see also Uta Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and Rebels:
Cold War Politics and American Culture in a Divided Germany (Berkeley, Calif., 2000); and Detlef Sieg-
fried, Time Is on My Side: Konsum und Politik in der westdeutschen Jugendkultur der 60er Jahre (Hamburg,
2006).

4 I am grateful to Florian Havemann for suggesting the nomenclature “big” and “small” to me in
a conversation in Berlin in the spring of 2005.
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but also of the political ideas of the Western New Left—that some of the most salient
political conflicts in the GDR circa 1968 were organized.5

A key question in considering the effect of transnational influences has to do with
the extent to which they are able to have an impact—that is, the extent to which the
possibility exists for their use. Here “1968” takes on, alongside the temporal, a spatial
dimension, and not only because of the salience of border-crossing patterns and
connections; the possibility of pursuing a democratic-emancipatory politics was de-
cisively influenced by the amount of political space available. The more totalizing
the claims of a regime—the more it aimed at monopolizing public discourse and
social organization (as in the Stalinist dictatorships of the Eastern Bloc)—the less
space existed for initiative from below. The extent to which the emancipatory im-
pulses of the 1960s (the “big 1968”) could articulate with an emancipatory local
politics (the “small 1968”) was in large part a function of the degree to which the
state was willing and able to use force to suppress alternative politics. This is one
important reason why “the sixties” manifested themselves differently in different
locations; local conditions not only determined the prospects for the development
of a political movement, but shaped the sorts of claims that could be made by par-
ticular movements.6

This is one reason why the transnational element cannot refer simply or even
primarily to connections between the two Germanies, as vital, striking, and little-
studied as these are. A more important element of the transnational—and one that
makes a new approach useful for scholars working on “1968” in places other than
divided Germany—has to do with the parallel interactions of the two Germanies with
the broader world. That is, if we understand the nation-state as a nodal point at which
global influences coalesce in response to unique local conditions, then alongside the
comparative question (How was “1968” different in the two Germanies?) and the
trans-German or trans-bloc question (How did the two Germanies interact with each
other in terms of the interchange of activists, culture, and ideas?), we are able to ask
a truly transnational question, which is also a global/local one: How did elements of
the “big 1968” (and for that matter other global currents) manifest themselves in two
related but different spatial locations? How did they help create the respective
“small 1968” in each half of divided Germany?

This question is somewhat easier to answer in the case of the Federal Republic,
where the watershed importance of events is widely acknowledged, the intercon-
nectedness readily apparent, and the evidentiary base rich. The broad thrust of or-
ganizations and agendas aimed at opening up the authoritarian political culture of
the Federal Republic in the 1960s was contained under the rubric of the “extra-
parliamentary opposition” (APO). The APO represented the confluence of elements
of the 1950s West German peace and anti-nuclear movements with a broad-based
opposition to the authoritarian tendencies of the Federal Republic in the 1960s,

5 See Timothy S. Brown, “East Germany,” in Martin Klimke and Joachim Scharloth, eds., 1968 in
Europe: A Handbook on National Perspectives and Transnational Dimensions of 1960/70s European Protest
Movements (New York, 2008).

6 Thus, argues Arthur Marwick, the “measured judgment” practiced by the authorities in the West-
ern democracies played an important role in allowing the cultural revolution of the 1960s to go forward;
see Marwick, “Youth Culture and the Cultural Revolution of the Long Sixties,” in Schildt and Siegfried,
Between Marx and Coca-Cola, 39–58, 53.
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crystallized around the issue of the so-called Emergency Laws (Notstandsgesetz) pur-
sued by the government as a “safeguard” against future “civil unrest.” Opposition
to the Emergency Laws and what they represented was widespread, not only among
youth, but among a spectrum of intellectual opinion, captured most famously in the
polemic of the philosopher Karl Jaspers published in 1966, Where Is the Federal
Republic Going?7

The chief organizational vehicle of the APO—and of the broader rebellion of
West German youth with which it was connected—was the Socialist German Student
League (SDS). Originally the youth organization of the Social Democratic Party
(SPD), the SDS was expelled from its parent organization in 1961 for its opposition
to the latter’s official rejection of revolutionary Marxism in favor of establishment-
friendly reformism. The ruling partnership between the SPD and the conservative
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in the so-called Grand Alliance of 1966 created
the perceived need for an extra-parliamentary opposition, since the SPD, it was ar-
gued, was now incapable as a governing party of mounting effective opposition to
Germany’s ruling elites. The youth response to state repression, drastically accel-
erated from 1966–1967 with the growth of the APO into a full-fledged protest move-
ment, proceeded in parallel with a growing recognition of West German society’s
failure to punish those responsible for the catastrophe of the Third Reich. The
Frankfurt Auschwitz Trials of 1963–1965 focused a new and long-overdue spotlight
on the crimes of the Nazi era. The presence of former Nazis in high places—not least
among them Chancellor Kurt-Georg Kiesinger, who became head of the SPD-CDU
coalition government in 1966—lent weight to the arguments of those who charged
that the West German state was a morally rotten Cold War construct pursuing an
official ideology of anti-communism on behalf of an American occupying power.8

The history of “1968” in West Germany illustrates the limitations of an orga-
nization-centric approach to history, for it is really a history less of SDS per se than
of a series of interventions on SDS by a small group of individuals who fundamentally
altered the nature of the politics it pursued. This group embodied two complemen-
tary types of radicalism. One was associated with the name of Rudi Dutschke, the
charismatic spokesman and firebrand of the SDS. Like his chief colleague Bernd
Rabehl, Dutschke was not from West but from East Germany. A student at the Free
University in West Berlin, he was stranded by the building of the Berlin Wall in
August 1961. An opponent of Stalinism and critic of the East German state, he
believed strongly in the promise of Marxism and hoped to revitalize it. The other
key strain of radicalism was associated with Dieter Kunzelmann, the product of a
West German bohemia dedicated to breaking down the boundaries between art and
life. Kunzelmann was chief theorist of the collective of Munich painters known as
the Gruppe SPUR, a group that scandalized the Munich bourgeoisie successfully

7 Karl Jaspers, Wohin treibt die Bundesrepublik? Tatsachen, Gefahren, Chancen (Munich, 1966).
8 On the formation of the extra-parliamentary opposition, see Michael A. Schmidtke, “Cultural

Revolution or Cultural Shock? Student Radicalism and 1968 in Germany,” Rethinking 1968: The United
States & Western Europe, Special Issue, South Central Review 16, no. 4 (Winter 1999–Spring 2000): 77–89;
on the issue of the Nazi past, see also the essays in Philipp Gassert and Alan Steinweis, eds., Coping
with the Nazi Past: West German Debates on Nazism and Generational Conflict, 1955–1975 (New York,
2006).
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enough to see its members, Kunzelmann included, brought up on trial for obscenity
and other charges.9

In 1961, the Gruppe SPUR became the West German affiliate of the Situationist
International. Offering a radical, total critique of Western consumer capitalism and
bureaucratic eastern communism, situationism emphasized the transformation of
consciousness through satire, bluffs, and provocation—whatever was necessary, in
short—to break through the blinding “spectacle” staged by modern technocratic
society. Kunzelmann left the Gruppe SPUR the following year but subsequently
played a key role in infusing these tactics into the West German student movement.
The group he helped found, Subversive Aktion, was joined by Dutschke and Rabehl
at the beginning of 1964. Together they attempted to combine a situationist politics
of provocation with an active revolutionary program, a task in which they were in-
fluenced by the Provo movement in the Netherlands and by the unfolding politics
of direct action in the civil rights movement of the American South and the free
speech movement in Berkeley.10

This eclectic mix of influences crystallized in connection with a key field of en-
gagement: the Third World. One of the first public actions of Subversive Aktion was
to help organize a protest against the visit of African strongman Moise Tshombe in
December 1964. The former head of the breakaway Katanga province in the newly
decolonized Congo, Tshombe had been involved in the death of the country’s first
democratically elected prime minister, Patrice Lumumba. Heavily supported by
Western mining interests, having received aid from the Belgian military as well as
from a motley collection of mercenaries (among them former members of Germany’s
Hitler-era Waffen SS), Tshombe symbolized the worst of the past at work in the
present. His visit to the Berlin Wall, where he was photographed looking solemnly
out over the border separating the free world from the world of communist op-
pression, symbolized the moral bankruptcy of a Cold War capable of transforming
a dictator into a friend of democracy. The protests against Tshombe—one in Munich
on December 14, a second in West Berlin on December 18—were aimed against his
abysmal human rights record; but they were also protests against the persistence of
colonial domination in the Third World, against the straitjacket of the bloc system,
and against the stifling anti-communism of West Germany. In this sense they brought
together the global and the local, a fusion strikingly captured in the blunt rhetorical
question posed in the flyer created for the protest: “What business does the murderer
Tshombe have here?”11

Knowledge of Third World human rights issues, carried by journalism, photos,

9 See Rudi Dutschke, Aufrecht gehen: Eine fragmentarische Autobiographie, ed. Ulf Wolter (Frank-
furt am Main, 1981). On the question of “the different mentalité” of refugees from the GDR, see Sieg-
fried, Time Is on My Side, 195–199; on Dieter Kunzelmann, see Mia Lee, “Art as a Revolutionary Me-
dium during the Cold War: Gruppe Spur and Fluxus,” in Timothy S. Brown and Lorena Anton, eds.,
Between the Avant-Garde and the Everyday: Subversive Politics in Europe, 1958–2008 (forthcoming from
Berghahn Books); see also Diedrich Diederichsen, “Persecution and Self-Persecution: The SPUR
Group and Its Texts—The Neo-Avant-Garde in the Province of Postfascism,” Grey Room 26 (Winter
2007): 56–71.

10 Schmidtke, “Cultural Revolution or Cultural Shock?” 83.
11 “Was hat der Mörder Tschombe bei uns zu suchen?” in Frank Böckelmann and Herbert Nagel,

eds., Subversive Aktion: Der Sinn der Organisation ist ihr Scheitern (Frankfurt, 1976), 281. On the situation
in the Congo, see David N. Gibbs, The Political Economy of Third World Intervention: Mines, Money, and
U.S. Policy in the Congo Crisis (Chicago, 1991).
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and film, became increasingly available in West Germany in the 1960s.12 Equally
important, however, was an often overlooked connection with the Third World: for-
eign students. A growing presence on West German campuses in the 1960s, inter-
national students played a major role in putting Third World issues on the West
German student agenda.13 Their involvement in the protests against Tshombe was
especially striking; foreign students dogged Tshombe with shouts of “Murderer!”
during his appearance before wealthy industrialists in Düsseldorf on December 17
and made up some 150 of the 800 protesters in West Berlin the next day.14 African
students, marching shoulder to shoulder with whites, appear prominently in pho-
tographs of the December 18 protest in West Berlin.15 These foreign students, Rudi
Dutschke noted approvingly in his diary, helped turn what had originally been
planned as a “silent demonstration” on December 18 into an assault on public order
involving catcalls, thrown tomatoes, and scuffles with the police. “Our friends from
the Third World stepped into the breach,” he wrote afterward, “and the Germans
had to follow.”16

Dutschke later located the real beginning of the West German student revolt
precisely at this moment—the moment at which, following Third World students
“into the breach” in physical defiance of the police, young Germans achieved a psy-
chological breakthrough in their relationship with authority.17 Dutschke’s romantic
attachment to the Third World is clear; but equally clear is the fact that the Third
World did not make its appearance in the West German “1968” in the form of a
fantasy borne on posters of Mao Zedong and chants of “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh,” or
any of the other cliché images of young protesters disconnected from reality and
blind to the authoritarian realities of Third World nationalist movements. It made
its appearance in person, in the form of dictators such as Tshombe and the democ-
racy-minded foreign students who made up an active Third World presence in the
metropole.18

12 The leftist magazine Konkret, for example, featured the face of the murdered Lumumba on its
cover on the occasion of his death in 1961. Gruesome photos of the fighting in the Congo—with emphasis
on the activity of German mercenaries—appeared in the mainstream magazine Stern in November–
December 1964.

13 See Quinn Slobodian, “Dissident Guests: Afro-Asian Students and Transnational Activism in the
West German Protest Movement,” in Wendy Pojmann, ed., Migration and Activism in European History
since 1945 (New York, 2008); see also Niels Siebert, “Der Schlafenden Flughafenpolizei krachten die
Scheiben um die Ohren: Ausländergesetz, Arbeitsmigration, Afroamerikaner: Der Kampf gegen Ras-
sismus in der Agit 883,” in rotaprint 25, eds., agit 883: Bewegung Revolte Underground in Westberlin
1969–1972 (Berlin, 2006).

14 “ ‘Der Beginn unserer Kulturrevolution’: Vor 40 Jahren: Studentischer Protest gegen den Kon-
golesischen Staatspräsident Moise Tschombe,” So oder So! 14 (Fall 2004): 15.

15 See the photo of the mixed group of demonstrating African and German students in Landesarchiv
Berlin, F Rep. 290, 120232. The Latin American Student League and the African Student League were
co-organizers of the protests, along with the SDS, the Argument-Klub, and the Liberal Student League
(LSD).

16 Rudi Dutschke, Jeder hat sein Leben ganz zu leben: Die Tagebücher 1963–1979, ed. Gretchen
Dutschke (Cologne, 2003), 23. See “Flughafen Tempelhof—Platz der Luftbrücke, Freitag 10.00 Uhr,
Schweigedemonstration,” reprinted in Böckelmann and Nagel, Subversive Aktion, 279.

17 “With the anti-Tshombe demonstration,” wrote Dutschke, “we have for the first time seized the
political initiative in this city. We can see it as the beginning of our cultural revolution, in which . . . all
prior values and norms are called into question”; Uwe Bergmann, Rudi Dutschke, Wolfgang Lefevre,
and Bernd Rabehl, Rebellion der Studenten oder die neue Opposition (Hamburg, 1968), 63.

18 In this connection, the recent contention of Tony Judt that “if Western youth looked beyond their
borders at all, it was to exotic lands whose image floated free of the irritating constraints of familiarity
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A second major action featuring the alliance of German and African students was
the protest in August 1966 against the West Berlin premier of the film Africa Addio.
Directed by the Italian Gualtiero Jacopetti, Africa Addio was an exploitation film
masquerading as a documentary. Employing footage shot in the Congo in 1964,
shortly before Tshombe’s visit to Berlin, it depicted gruesome scenes of mob vio-
lence, animal sacrifice, and execution.19 The all too obvious message, as the SDS and
the African Student League put it, was that “the people of the African continent lack
the ability to build civilization.”20 The inherent racism of this depiction of Africans
was underlined by the appearance in the film of the well-known German mercenary
Siegfried “Kongo” Müller, a former member of Hitler’s Wehrmacht who was shown
executing a black prisoner. The film thus presented a golden opportunity to protest
against racism, against the persistence of colonial exploitation, and against the con-
tinuing presence of fascism. The protest began when Dieter Kunzelmann and Ad-
ekunle Ajala (head of the African Student League in West Berlin) pulled the curtains
closed over the stage of the theater, precipitating several days of disturbances be-

or information” seems overstated at best; Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945 (New York, 2005),
421.

19 See Quinn Slobodian, “Corpse Polemics: The Third World and the Politics of Gore in 1960s West
Germany,” in Brown and Anton, Between the Avant-Garde and the Everyday.

20 Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund, Afrikanischer Studentenbund, “Sehr geehrter Herr Ki-
nobesitzer,” undated, Archiv des Hambürger Instituts für Sozialforschung [hereafter HIS], 110,01.

FIGURE 1: Protest against Moise Tshombe, West Berlin, December 18, 1964. The central placard reads “No
Berlin Embrace for Tshombe.” Landesarchiv Berlin.

76 Timothy S. Brown

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW FEBRUARY 2009



tween police and protesters.21 These disturbances were important in foreshadowing
the mass protests of 1967–1969, but they also highlight the importance of educational
exchange networks that brought foreign students such as Ajala—an exchange scholar
with the DAAD (German Academic Exchange Service)—to West Germany.22

Parallel with the concrete intrusion of the Third World into the politics of the
Federal Republic came a growing interest in the Third World as a source of the-
oretical solutions to the revolutionary problems of the metropole. Several months
before the Africa Addio protest, frustrated by the inactivity of SDS in another field
of anti-colonial struggle—Vietnam—Dutschke and others had decided to take mat-
ters into their own hands. Over the night of February 3–4, 1966, they distributed a
flyer condemning the West German government for its support of the U.S. war in
Vietnam. This action—which had an incendiary effect in a West Berlin in which the
overwhelming majority of the population as well as the authorities viewed the Amer-
icans as friends and protectors—reflects the key importance of the Vietnam War in
internationalizing the student movements of “1968” worldwide; but it also illustrates
the unique role played by the war in the West German setting: because of the United
States’ constitutive role in the formation of the West German state, U.S. actions
anywhere else in the world reflected automatically back into West German society.
The war also had a special meaning in the light of the National Socialist past, a fact
reflected in Dutschke’s use of the term “genocide” in reference to Vietnam.23

Dutschke’s right to undertake actions on behalf of the SDS did not go unchal-
lenged; called to justify himself for the way in which he and his circle had gone it
alone, he did so—tellingly—by citing the example of the Third World. Che Guevara
had shown in Cuba, argued Dutschke, that a small, determined group could make
a revolution. Influenced by the German-American philosopher Herbert Marcuse,
Dutschke argued that the industrial proletariat was no longer the motor force of
history. The mass base of the revolution was now to be, in his words, the “under-
privileged of the world.”24 The Third World thus supplied a new revolutionary sub-
ject for the German New Left; but still open was the question of the role of the
revolutionary in the metropole. How was the student movement to fit into this new
global scheme?25

21 “ ‘Africa addio’ am Kurfürstendamm abgesetzt,” Die Welt 181 (August 6, 1966): 9. See also Jan-
Frederik Bandel, “Das Malheur: Kongo-Müller und die Proteste gegen ‘Africa Addio,’ ” iz3w 287 (2005):
37–41.

22 The DAAD weighed in on Ajala’s behalf in the criminal proceedings brought against him as a
result of the protest; Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, “An den Polizeipräsidenten von Berlin
. . . Betr.: Herrn Adekunle Ajala, July 4, 1967,” HIS, 110,01. The DAAD sponsored some 2,379 foreign
students in West Germany in 1968, including 472 from so-called developing nations; DAAD Jahresbericht
1968, 92, cited in Bjørn Pätzoldt, Ausländerstudium in der BRD: Ein Beitrag zur Imperialismuskritik (Co-
logne, 1972), 103. Ajala was later the author of a book on Pan-Africanism: Pan-Africanism: Evolution,
Progress and Prospects (New York, 1973). On Siegfried Müller, see Christian Bunnenberg, “ ‘Kongo-
Müller’: Eine deutsche Söldnerkarriere,” in Bernhard Chiari and Dieter H. Kollmer, eds., Wegweiser zur
Geschichte Demokratische Republik Kongo (Paderborn, 2006), 36–38. See also Otto Köhler, Kongo-Müller
oder die Freiheit, die wir verteidigen (Frankfurt am Main, 1966).

23 Internationale Befreiungsfront, “Erhard und die Bonner Parteien unterstützen Mord,” February
1966, in Kommune I, Quellen zur Kommuneforschung, photocopied brochure (Berlin, 1968), Archiv APO
und soziale Bewegungen [hereafter APO Archiv], Ordner K I.

24 Rudi Dutschke, “Die geschichtlichen Bedingungen für den internationalen Emanzipations-
kampf,” in Rudolf Sievers, ed., 1968: Eine Enzyklopädie (Frankfurt am Main, 2004), 252.

25 For Dutschke on Che, see Bergmann et al., Rebellion der Studenten, 69. Dutschke and Chilean
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The answer, characteristically, was borne on the winds of international pop cul-
ture. Sometime during the month of February 1966, Dutschke, Kunzelmann, and
others went to see the film Viva Maria! directed by Louis Malle.26 It starred Brigitte
Bardot and Jean Moreau as two women, both named Maria, who used their cover
as performers in a traveling circus to fight in the Mexican Revolution in the 1910s.
This lighthearted revolutionary sex romp was imbued by its young viewers with deep
significance. For Dutschke, the Marxist former East German, the two main char-
acters personified two important revolutionary streams: Moreau’s character embod-
ied a theoretical but passive Marxism; Bardot represented anarchism, full of passion
but lacking in theory. Dutschke’s inspiration was to combine the two. “Marxist the-
ory,” as his close collaborator Rabehl put it, “would make fruitful anarchism’s will
to revolt, its spontaneity, fantasy, and passion.”27 The response to Viva Maria! un-
derlines both the importance of popular culture in the formation of radical political
identities in the 1960s and the necessity for the historian of using an active model
of cultural reception; Dutschke and Kunzelmann saw in the movie what they wanted
to see, taking from it what was useful in their particular situation.28

The most important idea crystallized by the film was the necessity not just of
supporting the struggles of the Third World, or of using its theory, but of bringing
those struggles home to the First World.29 This insight underlay the subsequent
founding of the “Viva Maria Group.” Meant to function as a vanguard within the
SDS, the group helped to effect a theoretical reorientation for the West German
student movement and served to channel further transnational connections.
Through his American wife, Gretchen, Dutschke made contact with Black Nation-
alists in New York, familiarizing himself with the writings of Malcolm X, and even
visiting the ghettos of New York and Chicago during a trip to the United States in
September 1966. Those experiences inspired him to bring into the Viva Maria Group
the idea that “colonial” populations in the U.S. were also part of the world struggle,
and indeed, that their situation in U.S. cities mirrored that of students in German
cities. This position resonated strongly with the thought of Marcuse, which was highly
influential for Dutschke, with its emphasis on the revolutionary importance of mar-
ginal social groups.30

fellow radical Gaston Salvatore worked together on a new German translation of Che’s Der Partisanen-
krieg (Berlin, 1962), which was published in 1968 as Horst Kurnitzky, ed., Guerilla: Theorie und Methode.
Sämtliche Schriften zur Guerillamethode, zur revolutionären Strategie und zur Figur des Guerilleros (Berlin,
1968).

26 The group also included Dorothea Ridder and Ulrich Enzensberger, both later of Kommune I,
and Hans-Joachim Hameister, the Vietnam specialist from SDS; Alexander Holmig, “ ‘Wenn’s der
Wahrheits(er)findung dient . . . ’ Wirken und Wirkung der Kommune I (1967–1969)” (Magisterarbeit,
Humboldt University, Berlin, August 2004), 32.

27 Bernd Rabehl, “Die Provokationselite: Aufbruch und Scheitern der subversiven Rebellion in den
sechziger Jahren,” in Siegward Lönnendonker, Bernd Rabehl, and Jochen Staadt, Die antiautoritäre
Revolte: Der Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund nach der Trennung von der SPD, vol. 1: 1960–1967
(Opladen, 2002), 425. See also Rabehl, “Viva Maria und die Verknüpfung von Anarchismus und Marx-
ismus innerhalb der neuen Linken,” Kino 1 (1965).

28 On active reception, see Timothy S. Brown, “Subcultures, Pop Music and Politics: Skinheads and
Nazi Rock in England and Germany,” Journal of Social History 38, no. 1 (Fall 2004): 157–178.

29 Wolfgang Dreßen, Dieter Kunzelmann, and Eckhard Siepmann, Nilpferd des höllischen Urwalds:
Situationisten, Gruppe Spur, Kommune I—Spuren in eine unbekannte Stadt (Gießen, 1991), 194.

30 Rudolf Sievers, “Vorwart,” in Sievers, 1968, 15–16. Especially influential for Dutschke was Her-
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For Kunzelmann, the film’s vision of the revolutionary group as traveling circus
reinforced a longstanding conviction: “Revolution must be fun.”31 This formula be-
came central to the major project that was to arise out of the Viva Maria Group’s
search for an effective revolutionary praxis: the founding of a revolutionary urban
commune. This commune would create the basis for a two-pronged assault: on the
one hand, a revolution of lifestyle that would destroy bourgeois rule at its source,
in the relationships and conditions of everyday life; on the other, the transplantation
of the Third World liberation struggle into the metropole.32 This vision—prepared
by intense discussions in the summer of 1966—was realized in January 1967 with the
founding of the Kommune I. Famous for its association with sexual liberation—a
natural accompaniment to its emphasis on politicizing the personal that nevertheless
drew more on myth than on fact—the Kommune I played a crucial role in radicalizing
the politics of SDS.33

From the (pre-Kommune) “strolling demonstration” of December 1966, in which
protesters mingled with shoppers in West Berlin’s premier commercial district, to
the thwarted April 1967 pudding-bomb assault on the motorcade of visiting U.S.
vice-president Hubert Humphrey, the communards introduced to the West German
student scene a situationist-inspired politics of provocation. This turn was not wel-
comed by the leadership of the SDS, for whom the iconoclastic voluntarism of the
Kommune I’s actions seemed to subvert the democratic process. “Smoke bombs,
eggs, and pudding,” argued the SDS in clear reference to the sort of individualist
actions pioneered by the commune, “are the means of an impotent rebellion.”34 The
expulsion of the Kommune I in May 1967 came too late to halt its effect. In the glare
of the media, the communards—who spent their mornings scanning the daily news-
papers to see what had been written about them in order to find inspiration for fresh
outrages—became rebel icons. A voluminous amount of fan mail, directed primarily
toward the media stars Rainer Langhans and Fritz Teufel, illustrated the growing

bert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (Boston,
1964).

31 Dieter Kunzelmann, Leisten Sie keinen Widerstand! Bilder aus meinem Leben (Berlin, 1998), 51.
32 Kommune 2, “Versuch der Revolutionierung des bürgerlichen Individualismus,” in Sievers, 1968,

365.
33 On the Kommune I, see Timothy S. Brown, “A Tale of Two Communes: The Private and the

Political in Divided Berlin, 1967–1973,” in Martin Klimke, Jacco Pekelder, and Joachim Scharloth, eds.,
Between the Prague Spring and the French May 1968: Transnational Exchange and National Recontextu-
alization of Protest Cultures (forthcoming from Berghahn Books); Ulrich Enzensberger, Die Jahre der
Kommune I: Berlin 1967–1969 (Cologne, 2004); Gerd Koenen, Das rote Jahrzehnt: Unsere kleine deutsche
Kulturrevolution 1967–1977 (Cologne, 2001), 149–182. On the sexual politics of the Kommune I, see
Dagmar Herzog, Sex after Fascism: Memory and Morality in Twentieth-Century Germany (Princeton, N.J.,
2005), chap. 4. The sex theme, recalls Rainer Langhans, was one that “was virtually offered to us by the
media.” In this sense, in contrast to the rationalist politics of the SDS, it represented, in Langhan’s words,
an attempt to make politics out of “the energies presented to us”; Langhans, interview with author,
Munich, September 16, 2006.

34 “Niederlage oder Erfolg der Protestaktion: Erklärung des SDS,” HIS, FU Berlin, Flugblätter
Diverses, 1966ff. “We threw Kunzelmann and his ‘Kommune I’ out of the SDS in 1967,” SDS leader
Tilmann Fichter recalled, “because he was always distributing leaflets that argued the opposite position
to the SDS, on the grounds that he and the commune were anti-authoritarian. And he refused to abide
by any resolutions, although the resolutions were arrived at in plenary meetings and were therefore
relatively democratic”; Fichter, interview in Die Tageszeitung, October 25, 2005.
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status of the commune as a site on which were projected the anti-authoritarian fan-
tasies of young people from around West Germany and beyond.35

In effecting a shift in emphasis away from the serious Marxism of the student
movement, the Kommune I pointed the way toward a lifestyle radicalism increasingly

35 Collected in Korrespondenz der Kommune I, 1967–1968, HIS, SAK 130.03.

FIGURE 2: Rainer Langhans of the Kommune I, arrested at a demonstration in West Berlin, October 8, 1967.
Note the bombed-out Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church in the background, an ever-present reminder of the
Nazi past. Landesarchiv Berlin.
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expressed in terms drawn from international pop culture. In a scandalous series of
satirical flyers produced in response to the tragic accidental fire in the Belgian de-
partment store L’Innovation in May 1967, the Kommune I offered its own take on
the Third World national liberation. Styling the fire as “a new demonstration
method” designed to introduce “American methods” to a European audience—a
pointed reference to the use of napalm in Vietnam—they spoofed the overblown
prose style of American advertising copy while drawing a connection between the
worlds of consumer capitalism and colonial warfare. The comical malapropism of
flyer #8, “Burn, warehouse, burn” (the German for “department store” is Waren-
haus), added a further layer of association, recalling the “Burn, baby, burn” of the
American ghetto riots.36 In a telling example of life imitating art, the ominous rhe-
torical question—“When will the Berlin department stores burn?”—was cited by
real-life arsonists Andreas Baader and Gudrun Enslin in justification for their attack
on a Frankfurt department store in April 1968.37 Increasingly, the communards’
prankster style of activism created a space in which the distinction between rhetorical
violence and real violence became increasingly blurred, helping to set the stage for
a group of revolutionary desperadoes to begin living out the myth of the urban guer-
rilla first inspired by Viva Maria!

This development unfolded in response to a real and growing conflict with the
authorities, which marked a fateful milestone on June 2, 1967. On that day, a visit
to West Berlin by Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi of Iran provoked protests that
fundamentally changed the course of the West German student movement. Like the
earlier actions against Tshombe and Africa Addio, this protest arose out of the in-
teraction of West German and foreign students. The Iranian expatriate author Bah-
man Nirumand played a central role. Forced into exile in West Berlin—where he
had studied as a teenager—Nirumand was a leader in the Confederation of Iranian
Students, National Union (CISNU), an organization with a particularly strong pres-
ence in West Germany.38 His book about conditions in Iran, published in March
1967, had sold 40,000 copies by the time of the shah’s visit.39 The city administration’s
attempt to force the Free University to cancel an appearance by Nirumand scheduled
for June 1—the day before the shah was to arrive in West Berlin—set off a fateful
chain reaction of events.

Nirumand approached SDS about organizing a protest against the shah, but was
initially rebuffed by SDS leaders Christian Semler and Rudi Dutschke, who worried
that it would be a distraction from the issue of Vietnam.40 The members of the

36 See Wilfried Mausbach, “ ‘Burn, ware-house, burn!’ Modernity, Counterculture, and the Vietnam
War in West Germany,” in Schildt and Siegfried, Between Marx and Coca-Cola, 175–202.

37 The subsequent trial of Rainer Langhans and Fritz Teufel for incitement to arson—they were
acquitted on the basis of expert testimony emphasizing the satirical nature of the flyers—provided fur-
ther opportunity to mock the pretensions of authority; see Nick Thomas, Protest Movements in 1960s
West Germany: A Social History of Dissent and Democracy (New York, 2003), 104.

38 When the shah’s visit to West Germany began on May 27, CISNU had already distributed 10,000
flyers around the country; Afshin Matin-Asgari, Iranian Student Opposition to the Shah (Costa Mesa,
Calif., 2001), 97.

39 Bahman Nirumand, Persien: Modell eines Entwicklungslandes oder die Diktatur der freien Welt
(Reinbeck, 1967). Subsequently published in English as Iran: The New Imperialism in Action, the book
became a best-seller and had an important influence on the New Left internationally.

40 The communards satirized the careful approach of the SDS in their flyer #12: “three podium
discussions, the announcement of a demonstration (tactical maneuver), solidarity telegram to the Viet-
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Kommune I, by contrast, were keen to participate. It was they who created the sig-
nature prop of the protest: paper masks of the shah and his queen, Farah Diba, part
absurdist humor, part protection for Iranian students from the shah’s secret police.41

The SDS joined in on preparations for the protest, and the General Student Com-
mittee of the Free University produced materials contrasting the democratic pre-
tensions of the shah (“We Persians are of the opinion that no price is too high to
achieve the human values contained in a democracy”) with the grim reality of a
dictatorship that tortured and murdered its own citizens.42 Dutschke’s anti-author-
itarian faction produced a “wanted poster” for the shah, which cited specific in-
stances of human rights abuses (“The Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi is wanted for
the torture and murder of the journalist Karimpour Shirazi”) and called attention
to the culpability of the West German government (“last seen in the company of the
Federal president, Heinrich Lübke”).43 That President Lübke, like Federal chan-
cellor Kurt-Georg Kiesinger, was a former active member of the Nazi Party was lost
on no one who read the flyer.

cong, establishment of a subcommittee for the creation of Vietcong flags, paperwork. The shah will be
amazed!” Kommune I, Flugblatt no. 12, n.d., APO Archiv, Ordner K I.

41 The masks, fashioned out of paper bags stolen from supermarkets, were finished in the SDS
headquarters; Antje Krüger (Kommune I), interview with author, Berlin, October 5, 2006.

42 “Informationen über Persien und den Shah,” HIS, FU Berlin, Flugblätter Diverses, 1966ff.
43 “Mord—Gesucht wird Schah Mohamed Reza Pahlawi,” Flugblatt SDS, May 31, 1967, APO Ar-

chiv, Ordner K I.

FIGURE 3: Bahman Nirumand speaking at the Free University in Berlin, June 1, 1967. Note the Farah Diba
mask, fashioned from a grocery bag, inverted beside the podium. Landesarchiv Berlin.
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The events of June 2, in which a student named Benno Ohnesorg was shot and
killed by an undercover police officer, are well known.44 The killing of Ohnesorg
played a major role in spreading the radicalism of the West Berlin SDS to the rest
of Germany, and radicalized the Berlin scene even further. Characteristically, these
events were a product not of national developments in any meaningful sense, but of
fundamentally transnational developments. They arose out of the interaction of two
overlapping fields of engagement: West German students protested against the shah
as a symbol of neocolonial oppression and Cold War anti-communism; Iranian stu-
dents protested as members of a diaspora concerned as much with national (Iranian)
as with global issues. In both cases, the issues were understood in global/local terms:
there could be no democracy in one country without democracy in the other.

The death of Ohnesorg, followed by the attempted assassination of Dutschke less
than a year later, launched the student movement on a new and fateful course. With
a severely injured Dutschke off the scene, the SDS spent itself in a final, futile series
of street battles with the authorities before splitting up into its various constituent
parts. Some activists retreated into a private world of drugs and/or New Age spir-
ituality, while others carried forward the banner of personal liberation into the wom-
en’s, gay, and other liberation movements. Some joined one of the crop of new small
Maoist and/or Marxist-Leninist splinter parties, while still others gravitated to the
“freak” scene of radicalized dropouts in enclaves such as West Berlin’s Kreuzberg
district. In the latter, the cultural-political style pioneered by the Kommune I came
into its maturity, with popular culture supplying an aesthetic vehicle for the rein-
vention of lost radical traditions. A vibrant assortment of underground newspapers
created a potent collage of guns, dope, sex, and revolution painted against a global
canvas. The unlikely blend of hippie lifestyle and revolutionary politics was captured
in a coat of arms that appeared in the pages of FIZZ , featuring a Kalashnikov assault
rifle and an ornate hash pipe crossed over a red star.45

Such imagery was not ephemeral, but marked the importance of popular culture
as a site for imagined linkages between the global and the local. These linkages
expressed serious content, moreover, for among these radicalized freaks were a num-
ber of those who would become involved in an exacerbated form of protest: armed
struggle against the state. Yet in broader terms, this radical scene is but one more
example of the transnational in the West German “1968.” Like so many other fea-
tures of the West German “1968”—the importation of radical traditions such as
French situationism; the adoption of protest repertoires drawn from the American
civil rights movement and the Provo scene in the Netherlands; visits by foreign dic-
tators drawn to the Federal Republic for the Cold War raison d’état ; the presence
of diasporic student communities facilitated by educational exchange networks; the
rapid spread of cultural products such as music, films, and books; the influence of

44 See the detailed account of the incident and its aftermath in Thomas, Protest Movements in 1960s
West Germany, 107–126. Documents on the events and the ensuing controversy are collected in Knut
Nevermann, ed., Der 2. Juni 1967: Studenten zwischen Notstand und Demokratie. Dokumente zu den Er-
eignissen anläßlich des Schah-Besuchs (Cologne, 1967).

45 See the cover of FIZZ Reprint 1–10 (Berlin, 1989). See also the complete set of issues of 883, the
leading organ of the West German underground press, collected in rotaprint 25, agit 883. The classic
description of the blues scene (to be read with caution) is found in Bommi Baumann, How It All Began:
The Personal Account of a West German Urban Guerrilla (Vancouver, 2002).
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international media (important in both disseminating information to radicals and
disseminating the actions of radicals to the wider world); the spread and local adop-
tion of the fashion and mores of the international counterculture—it illustrates how
transnational connections intersected across the physical and cultural terrain of the
Federal Republic, producing an explosion with critical repercussions for the devel-
opment of West German democracy.

MANY OF THE SAME LINES OF INFLUENCE fell across the German Democratic Republic,
but although they often produced similar effects, the results differed dramatically.
If the extra-parliamentary opposition in the Federal Republic can be seen as a de-
layed response to the problem of German authoritarianism—“1968” as the “second
founding” of the West German Republic—the problem of democracy in the German
Democratic Republic was of an entirely different order. From 1946, with the found-
ing of the Socialist Unity Party (SED), when the Social Democrats were more or less
forced into a fusion with the Communist Party under Soviet auspices, the possibility
of pursuing an independent democratic politics in East Germany was hindered at
best. Historians have traced a change in the nature of opposition in the GDR from
“fundamental” in the late 1940s and 1950s to “reformist” in the 1970s and 1980s—
that is, from a total rejection of the SED’s claim to rule, to a hope that the system
of socialism could be subject to democratic reform.46 Notable figures of this reform
movement, including the protest singer Wolf Biermann and the dissident scientist
Robert Havemann—elder statesmen of the East German “1968”—steadfastly re-
fused to condemn out of hand the socialist experiment in the GDR.47

This stubborn commitment to the promise of the GDR was characteristic of the
East German “68ers,” a group that famously included Havemann’s sons Frank and
Florian. Unlike their counterparts in the West, and in contrast to the dissident in-
telligentsia in other Eastern Bloc countries, the GDR 68ers believed that theirs was
the superior system, one capable of producing real socialism.48 They also experi-
enced the contradiction between the state’s humanitarian claims and the reality of
lived repression. The key event in the East German 1968—the crushing of the dem-
ocratic socialist experiment in neighboring Czechoslovakia—was important pre-
cisely because it exposed this contradiction in striking fashion. The response to the
invasion opens a window onto the actions of a small group of dissenters around the
Havemann siblings, a group that protested the invasion, suffered the consequences,
and later attempted to elaborate an emancipatory youth politics within the confines
of a totalizing communist society. Some went on to found an East Berlin commune
in imitation of the Kommune I, an experiment that displayed important similarities
with, but also differences from, its western model.

According to an informed estimate, the East German “68ers” were a small group,

46 See Karl Wilhelm Fricke, “Dimensionen von Opposition und Widerstand in der DDR,” in Klaus-
Dietmar Henke, Peter Steinbach, and Johannes Tuchel, eds., Widerstand und Opposition in der DDR
(Cologne, 1999), 21–43, 24.

47 See Martin Jander, “Der Protest gegen die Biermann-Ausbürgerung—Stimulans der Opposi-
tion,” ibid., 281–294.

48 Annette Simon, “Vor den Vätern sterben die Söhne?” in Annette Simon and Jan Faktor, Fremd
im eigenen Land? (Gießen, 2000), 7–26, 15.
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numbering only some 200–300 persons (as opposed to several thousand in West
Germany).49 Their protest against the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia was
limited; indeed, the Havemann siblings and their friends are well known in part
because they were among the few out of their larger circle to protest openly. Because
their actions received scrutiny at the time, and because a number of them have since
recorded their reflections, members of this group make up an important collective
source for the East German “1968.” In a situation in which, as Annette Simon re-
minds us, the protagonists enjoyed “no public, no media, and above all no . . . SDS,”
attention to this small group of Prominentenkinder [children of notables] can help
us trace the imprint of the “big 1968” on East Germany—that is, to follow the path
of transnational influences into East Germany from both East and West, to under-
stand which were important and why, and, crucially, to understand how they became
significant in the only instance in the GDR “1968” in which someone tried to use
them to be politically effective.50

Yet it was young workers, not students, who channeled the most important trans-
national connection of the 1960s. “Beat music” (the music of English groups such
as the Beatles and the Rolling Stones) transmitted a new life feeling that flowed
across the borders of nations and blocs, carrying with it a sometimes inchoate but
always powerful anti-authoritarian impulse that was much more fundamental than
any specific political position of the global sixties.51 Enthusiasm for the new music
shaped the outlook, mores, appearance, and behavior of the young generation of the
1960s in the GDR. Music and fashion became a badge of identity, a totem of dis-
engagement from the dull conformity of daily life. The importance of personal style
as a political statement is captured strikingly in the term of self-identification em-
ployed in the reminiscences of members of the East Berlin underground scene col-
lected in 2004 by Thomas P. Funk: “longhairs.”52 It is no surprise that not only music
but hair became a primary point of attack in the state’s counteroffensive against
youth identification with “Western decadence.”

The “international feeling” that allowed young people to imagine themselves into
a wider world beyond the grim reality of daily life in the GDR was transmitted
through a number of concrete routes.53 Before the wall was built, Berlin acted as a
zone of exchange between east and west; American cultural products—movies, mu-
sic, publications—were freely available in the western half of the city, and many
young people from the east routinely came to take advantage of them.54 This cultural
exchange did not simply cease after the construction of the wall. Young people could
hang around the Friedrichstraße crossing point between the two halves of the
city—as some of Funk’s informants did—in hopes of befriending visitors from the
west, or they could establish contact with the American soldiers on patrol with pop-

49 Florian Havemann, interview with author, Berlin, April 12, 2005.
50 Simon, “Vor den Vätern sterben die Söhne?” 8.
51 See Michael Rauhut, Beat in der Grauzone: DDR-Rock 1964 bis 1972. Politik und Alltag (Berlin,

1993); see also Rauhut, “Am Fenster: Rockmusik und Jugendkultur in der DDR,” in Rock! Jugend und
Musik in Deutschland (Berlin, 1995), 70–77.

52 Thomas P. Funk, “Unterm Asphalt: Die Kunden vom Lichtenberger Tunnel,” in Michael Rauhut
and Thomas Kochan, eds., Bye Bye, Lübben City: Bluesfreaks, Tramps und Hippies in der DDR (Berlin,
2004), 94–106.

53 “Speiche,” in Funk, “Unterm Asphalt,” 98.
54 Michael Baumann, interview with author, Berlin, October 5, 2006.
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ular hits blaring from their jeep radios. Western records and books, brought in
through illegal channels, helped fuel disaffection from the East German regime and
influenced the sense of personal identity.55

The most dangerous Western import—popular music—became an obsession of
the regime.56 Unable to make up its mind about how to handle the threat, it pursued
a zigzag course. After the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961, an unofficial period
of relaxation ensued, in which expressions of cultural opening in general, and open-
ing to the West in particular, were tacitly tolerated, even encouraged.57 Attempting
to create a homegrown version of what young people had previously obtained from
the West, the regime created youth clubs and sponsored the formation of beat
groups.58 These developments were interrupted by the Eleventh Plenum of the Cen-
tral Committee of the Socialist Unity Party in December 1965. Attacking notable
critics of the regime such as Havemann and Biermann, and cracking down on beat
music by forcing groups with English names to change them to German equivalents
and banning some groups outright, the Eleventh Plenum struck a heavy blow against
the trend toward cultural liberalization.59

In response, young music fans engaged in the largest protests since the workers’
uprising of July 1953. The protests in Leipzig in October 1965 were brutally repressed
by police with water cannons, truncheons, and attack dogs. This assault established
a pattern in the state’s relationship with nonconformist youth culture that would
persist, with occasional breaks, through the 1970s.60 The regime launched periodic
campaigns against so-called “Gammler”—a term that can be translated approxi-
mately as “do-nothing” or “lay-about,” with attendant connotations of dirtiness and
laziness—and young “longhairs” were “hunted” by police and sometimes adminis-
tered forced haircuts.61 Young people fought back against this offensive with any
means at their disposal. On more than one occasion, for example, they shouted
“Long Live Congo Müller!” in reference to the West German mercenary who had
been the subject of a widely shown documentary film aimed at embarrassing the
Federal Republic.62 If this bit of youthful rebellion helped fuel the fantasies of a state
security apparatus obsessed with the danger of resurgent fascism, its real content

55 Funk, “Unterm Asphalt,” 98.
56 See Detlef Siegfried, “Unsere Woodstocks: Jugendkultur, Rockmusik und gesellschaftlicher

Wandel um 1968,” in Rock! 52–61.
57 Kaspar Maase, “Körper, Konsum, Genuss,” in Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte (B 45/2003); Uta G.

Poiger, “Amerikanisierung oder Internationalisierung? Populärkultur in beiden deutschen Staaten,”
ibid.

58 Bernd Lindner, “Steine des Anstoßes—Kunst und Jugendkultur in der DDR,” in Zeitgeschicht-
liches Forum Leipzig, ed., Einsichten: Diktatur und Widerstand in der DDR (Leipzig, 2001), 146–159, 146.

59 Armin Mitter and Stefan Wolle, Untergang auf Raten: Unbekannte Kapitel der DDR-Geschichte
(Munich, 1993), 377; Wolf Biermann was prohibited from performing publicly in the GDR. See also
Wolfgang Kraushaar, 1968: Das Jahr das alles verändert hat (Munich, 1998), 225; Günter Agde, Kahl-
schlag: Das 11. Plenum des ZK der SED 1965: Studien und Dokumente (Berlin, 1991); Michael Rauhut,
“Ohr an Masse—Rockmusik im Fadenkreuz der Stasi,” in Peter Wicke and Lothar Müller, eds., Rock-
musik und Politik: Analysen, Interviews und Dokumente (Berlin, 1996), 28–47.

60 See Dorothee Wierling, “Der Staat, die Jugend under der Westen: Texte zu Konflikten der 1960er
Jahre,” in Alf Lüdtke and Peter Becker, eds., Akten, Eingaben, Schaufenster: Die DDR und ihre Texte.
Erkundungen zu Herrschaft und Alltag (Berlin, 1997), 223–240, 223; see also Wierling, “Beat heißt schla-
gen: Die Leipziger Beatdemonstration in Oktober 1965 und die Jugendpolitik der SED,” in Rolf Ge-
serick, ed., Unsere Medien, Unsere Republik 2: 1965: Warten auf den Frühling, Heft 4 (Marl, 1993).

61 Simon, “Vor den Vätern sterben die Söhne?” 10.
62 The incident mentioned by Mitter and Wolle took place in Potsdam in 1966; Untergang auf Raten,
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comes out in another slogan that often accompanied the name of Congo Müller:
“Long live the Rolling Stones!”63

The violence of the regime’s measures against youthful nonconformists arguably
did as much to harm its reputation as its support for the crushing of the Prague
Spring. The writer Brigitte Reimann was shocked by the brutality of the govern-
ment’s dealings with beat fans and hippies, observing: “There were demonstrations;
the police used water cannons, arrested people; there was prison and work camps.
The laughter in us disappeared.”64 The singer-songwriter Bettina Wegner, a co-
founder of the Hootenanny Club and one of those who distributed flyers against the
invasion of Czechoslovakia, expressed this feeling in a poem about the protest
against the demolition of the church at the University of Leipzig in May 1968.65

Titled “Victory over the Gammler,” it read in part: “Twenty years ago in Auschwitz,
we found hair in masses, well, raise your glasses, Karl Marx as barber, an army’s on
the move . . . armed with shears, the bloody German hair-collectors, beat the

393. Müller was the subject of a documentary film by the East German journalists Walter Heynowski
and Gerhard Scheumann: Der lachende Mann: Bekenntnisse eines Mörders (Berlin, 1966).

63 Both slogans were shouted by a friend of the 68er Thomas Brasch on the Karl-Marx-Allee on
October 7, 1967 (the friend was subsequently arrested and tried); see Brasch, diary entry for October
27, 1969, Tagebuch 23.10.1969–6.4.1970, Akademie der Künste, Berlin, Thomas-Brasch-Archiv, no. 1192.

64 Brigitte Reimann, quoted in Ute Kätzel, “Kommune I/Ost,” Freitag, December 20, 2002.
65 Established by the Canadian folk musician Perry Friedman in February 1966 under the auspices

of the FDJ (Freie Deutsche Jugend) East Berlin, the Hootenanny Club brought the American-style folk
sing-along to East Berlin. Known from 1967 as the Oktoberklub, it became the centerpiece of the of-
ficially sponsored “Singing Movement” (Sing-Bewegung) in the GDR; see Rauhut, Beat in der Grauzone,
204–208.

FIGURE 4: Banned by the party: “The Butlers” (1965). Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft.
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Gammler! Hurrah, the Gammler!”66 The protest over the destruction of the church
prefigured and helped fuel a Christian revival that made the Protestant church a
main site of opposition to the state in the 1970s and 1980s.67

The line between “Gammler” and “68ers” was in any case never so clear, although
the former were often slightly younger and, as the “Congo Müller” slogan suggests,
were not always in possession of a well-articulated politics.68 The two groups tended
to embrace the same fashions and music. “The 68ers of the GDR,” writes Annette
Simon, “were, exactly like their sisters and brothers in the west, stamped by the music
of this time and the life feeling that it transported.”69 Florian Havemann writes: “Bob
Dylan and Jimi Hendrix were at least as important [as the Western student move-
ment], if not even more important. This music established a connection that reached
all the way into the provinces, to a far bigger group, to the so-called beat fans, who
at that time were persecuted by the state.”70 These beat fans, Havemann writes,
belonged to what was “probably the only truly functioning illegal organization there
was: the record club.”71 Havemann himself belonged to such an operation in East
Berlin. He and five other people obtained smuggled Western records, taping them
and circulating them to others. He did the same with books, along with his friend
Thomas Brasch. “We really didn’t know our history,” he says, “and we wanted to find
it out.”72

There were other means of contact between East and West. Annette Simon, sev-
eral years younger than the main protagonists, remembers seeing Dutschke’s in-
terview with Günther Gauss on West German television in real time, and how im-
pressed she was with his “anti-authoritarian brashness.”73 Franziska Groszer, a
member of the Kommune I-Ost, saw the interview as well. “We were transfixed,” she
recalls, “by the images of the world that flickered . . . at us from [West German]
television . . . student unrest, Paris, Berlin, the Vietnam War, an interview with
Dutschke . . . We were determined in no case simply to accept something just because
it was expected of us, just because it was considered normal.”74 News of the West
German student movement and attempts to import Western popular culture along
the lines of the Hootenanny Club were, according to Frank Havemann, co-founder
of the Kommune I-Ost, “things that awakened hopes. 1967 was for me the Hippie
Year. But also important were the first reports about the extra-parliamentary op-
position, the anti-shah demonstration, and the Vietnam demonstrations.”75 “You

66 Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft, Archiv Heiko Leitz, HL 160/2.
67 See Ohse, Jugend nach dem Mauerbau, chap. 4.
68 Indeed, one of the “longhairs” interviewed by Thomas Funk eventually moved closer to student

circles and spent some time in the Havemann commune; see Funk, “Unterm Asphalt,” 106.
69 Simon, “Vor den Vätern sterben die Söhne?” 9.
70 Florian Havemann, “68er Ost,” UTOPIE kreativ 164 (June 2004): 544–556.
71 Ibid.
72 There was another such club in Dresden; Florian Havemann, interview with author, April 12,

2005.
73 Simon, “Vor den Vätern sterben die Söhne?” 9.
74 Franziska Groszer, quoted in Kätzel, “Kommune I/Ost.”
75 Frank Havemann, quoted in Rainer Land and Ralf Possekel, Fremde Welten: Die gegensätzliche

Deutung der DDR durch SED-Reformer und Bürgerbewegung in den 80er Jahren (Berlin, 1998), 220.
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felt one with them,” remembers his girlfriend at the time, Erika Berthold, “even if
you had never seen each other.”76

The “imaginary infiltration” of the West, writes Jan Faktor, a Czech contem-
porary with firsthand knowledge of the East Berlin scene, was also very much a
matter of personal contacts. “Whether in television interviews that one excitedly
followed, or in direct conversations with friends from the west who came to visit . . .
here was no matter of dry theories. Through this direct reporting . . . one could . . .
tell that the posture of these young western intellectuals was not a put-on and not
artificial.”77 At the salon presided over by the sculptress Ingeborg Hunzinger in
1967–1968, visits from West German radicals such as Rainer Langhans and Fritz
Teufel of Kommune I were not uncommon.78 The relationship thus established was
by no means one of master and pupil; on the contrary, as Florian Havemann said,
“we felt ourselves very much their equals.”79 Burkhard Kleinert, one of those who
distributed flyers against the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, gave
voice to a similar confidence: “At that time we believed, under the impression of the
political struggles in the West, with which we were directly connected through
friends, that we were taking part in a Europe-wide, if not worldwide, breakthrough
to a purified and modernized socialism.”80

The emancipatory potential of the Prague Spring supplied the GDR 68ers with
an alternative source of inspiration as important as, if not more so than, the Western
student movement. “The political orientation point for us in the east,” writes An-
nette Simon, “was above all the attempt to democratize socialism in the CSSR.”81

“At that time we took a strong interest in the developments in the CSSR,” remem-
bers Erika Berthold. “Democratic socialism was something that appealed to us.”82

This interest, like that in the extra-parliamentary opposition in the west, was driven
by intensive contacts. The publication in Czechoslovakia of Ludvik Vaculik’s “2,000
Words,” a manifesto of democratic socialist rebirth, evoked a keen interest in the
GDR. “The ‘2,000 Words,’ ” writes Marc-Dietrich Ohse, “ignited in Czechoslovakia
itself, but also in the GDR, an intensive discussion about goals, opportunities, and
problems of the Communist attempt at reform. Already in the early phase of the
Prague Spring, after the publication of the action program of the Communist Party
of Czechoslovakia, a naive euphoria had taken hold of many East Germans.”83 Frank
Havemann recalled the great interest in his group in the course of the Prague Spring:

76 Ute Kätzel, “Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” in Kätzel, Die 68erinnen: Porträt einer
rebellischen Frauengeneration (Berlin, 2002), 231.

77 Jan Faktor, “Die DDR-Linken und die tschechische Opposition,” in Simon and Faktor, Fremd
im eigenen Land? 37–47, 39.

78 Paul Kaiser, “Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ostberlin,” unpublished radio broadcast manuscript for
Deutschlandfunk-Radio, copy in possession of author, 28; Havemann, “68er Ost,” 546. See also the
interview with Dieter Kunzelmann in Kunzelmann, Dreßen, and Siepmann, Nilpferd des höllischen Ur-
walds, 197.

79 Florian Havemann, interview with author, April 12, 2005.
80 Burkhard Kleinert, quoted in Wolfgang Engler, “Die dritte Generation,” in Engler, ed., Die Ost-

deutschen: Kunde von einem verlorenen Land (Berlin, 2005), 303–340, 311.
81 Simon, “Vor den Vätern sterben die Söhne?” 11.
82 Kätzel, “Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” 223.
83 Marc-Dietrich Ohse, Jugend nach dem Mauerbau: Anpassung, Protest und Eigensinn (DDR 1961–

1974) (Berlin, 2003), 191.
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“I always made sure to get hold of the ‘Prager Volksstimme.’ We went to all possible
events, films, above all in the Czech Cultural Center in the Friedrichstraße.”84

Belief in the emancipatory potential of the experiment in Czechoslovakia fueled
the aspirations of those who, like Frank Havemann, hoped for a democratization of
East German socialism from within. “I read in 1968 an essay by Dutschke,” recalls
Havemann. “But it was what was happening in the East in 1968 that awakened the
greatest hopes, the student unrest in Warsaw, but above all the Prague Spring. The
anti-authoritarian provocations directed in the 1960s against the western state and
the prevailing culture seemed to us to spring from the best motives and intentions.”
Fundamentally, however, protests in East and West were understood to be part of
the same phenomenon. As Havemann put it: “The protest forms of the 68ers and
their models for an alternative way of life made a great impression. Everything about
them seemed to us modern and exciting, and they embodied the hope of a human
socialism in the West. For us, the Paris May and the Prague Spring were two sides
of the same coin—the necessary prerequisite for the end of the [Cold War] bloc
confrontation.”85

The Warsaw Pact invasion of August 1968 produced the supreme moment of
cognitive dissonance for those who believed that Eastern Bloc socialism could de-

84 Ibid., 194. The Prager Volksstimme was readily available at the Czech Cultural Center; see Kätzel,
“Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” 224–225.

85 Ibid.

FIGURE 5: Young East Germans demonstrate their support for the Prague Spring, May Day celebration, East
Berlin, May 1, 1968. The banner reads: “A Model for Everyone: CSSR [Czechoslovak Socialist Republic].”
Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft.
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velop a “human face.” Protest did not spring exclusively or even primarily from the
GDR 68ers, however, but was widely rooted in the population.86 As early as the
morning of August 21—the day of the invasion—flyers criticizing the invasion and
graffiti bearing slogans such as “Russians out of the CSSR” appeared throughout
East Germany.87 Open public demonstrations were rare, but official reports record
many cases of refusal to go along with the officially prescribed position on the in-
vasion.88 Files of the state security, the Stasi, record nearly two thousand acts of
protest—mostly involving the distribution of flyers and the painting on walls of slo-
gans such as “Long Live Dubček!”—stretching into the early September months.89

The dilemma posed by the invasion was particularly poignant for the GDR 68ers.
“In the moment of the invasion it was clear,” writes Florian Havemann, “that here
something decisive had happened, that here a chance for socialism had been de-
stroyed.”90 Bettina Wegner recalled: “I saw on [West German] television how ev-
erything was smashed, how the people cried, how they bled . . . We had to do some-
thing about it, so we distributed flyers: Long Live Red Prague. Up with Dubček.”91

Thomas Brasch, Sandra Weigl, and Rosita Hunzinger, on a summer trip to the Baltic
seashore on the day of the invasion, were suspicious when they suddenly found them-
selves unable to buy a newspaper. They found out what was happening by listening
to West German radio, then hurried back to Berlin. There, in Weigl’s apartment,
with the help of Erika Berthold, they produced a set of flyers bearing slogans such
as “Hands Off Red Prague,” “A Dubček to Berlin,” “Ho-Chi-Minh—Dubček,”
and—tellingly—“No Second Vietnam.”92 Florian hung a Czechoslovakian flag from
the balcony of his apartment on the Straußberger Platz.93

The protagonists were arrested in short order. Tried in October 1968, they re-
ceived sentences ranging from fifteen to twenty-seven months.94 Most were released

86 The protests, as Stefan Wolle has shown, ran the gamut from intellectuals and artists to the
industrial working class; see Wolle, “Die DDR-Bevölkerung und der Prager Frühling,” Aus Politik und
Zeitgeschichte: Beilage zur Wochenzeitung das Parlament B36/92 (August 28, 1992): 35–45.

87 Rüdiger Wenzke, Die NVA und der Prager Frühling 1968: Die Rolle Ulbrichts und der DDR-
Streitkräfte bei der Niederschlagung der tschechoslowakischen Reformbewegung (Berlin, 1995), 161–162.
In the following days, notes Wenzke, “written and oral expressions of sympathy from GDR citizens
[were] noticeable in almost all the large cities”; ibid., 167.

88 The methods of these protests, as varied as the protesters, included “slogans, graffiti, anonymous
telephone calls threatening leading functionaries, demands for sympathy strikes or at least a downing
of tools for Gedenkminuten (a minute’s silence), and attempted escapes from the GDR”; Mary Fulbrook,
Anatomy of a Dictatorship: Inside the GDR, 1949–1989 (New York, 1995), 197.

89 Wenzke, Die NVA und der Prager Frühling 1968, 167. On the various slogans employed in the
graffiti, see Engler, “Die dritte Generation,” 307.

90 Havemann, “68er Ost.”
91 Bettina Wegner, quoted in Wenzke, Die NVA und der Prager Frühling 1968, 168–169.
92 About 500 flyers were produced. Brasch and Sandra Weigl distributed 250 of them, with the help

of a few others; the remainder were distributed by Hunzinger and Berthold. It is likely that this action
was just the tip of the iceberg. A number of other flyers were collected by the Stasi, bearing slogans such
as “Freedom for the CSSR,” “Don’t Let Yourself Be Blindfolded,” and “Hands Off—Stalin Lives—Red
Prague.” The Stasi collected a total of 411 of the flyers containing 33 different slogans. Akademie der
Künste, Berlin, Thomas-Brasch-Archiv, no. 1234, aus: MfS AU 339/90.

93 Kaiser, “Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ostberlin,” 25.
94 Erika Berthold was the eighteen-year-old daughter of the Stellvertretende Direktor des Instituts für

Marxismus-Leninismus beim ZK der SED. Thomas Brasch was the twenty-three-year-old son of the Stell-
vertretende Kulturminister. Rosita Hunzinger was the daughter of the sculptress Ingeborg Hunzinger.
Also arrested were Sandra Weigl and Hans-Jürgen Uzkoreit. Kätzel, “Kommune I/Ost.” These were 7
of some 313 arrests made between August and December 1968; see Wenzke, Die NVA und der Prager
Frühling 1968, 171. Bettina Wegner distributed flyers a few days later and was arrested on August 24;
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after a short time and had their sentences reduced to probation.95 In his post-arrest
comments to Stasi interrogators, Brasch sought to clarify the group’s actions. He had
welcomed the initiatives of the Czechoslovakian party, he explained, above all its
attempt “to actualize the control of the party through the people, to create more
ample sources of information, and in so doing, to create more favorable conditions
for a democratized socialism.”96 His protest against the invasion was not a protest
against Eastern Bloc socialism as such, but against the use of violence to settle dis-
putes: “Differences of opinion should in my opinion be cleared up through nego-
tiations. I take the measures [against Czechoslovakia] to be typical of the era of
Stalinism.”97 In the end, the actions of Brasch and the others were aimed at opening
the free flow of information and ideas. “My goal,” Brasch told his interrogators, “was
that it be discussed in public.”98

This is precisely what was not to be allowed. The effect of the crushing of the
Prague Spring within East Germany underlines a key difference between “1968” in
the two halves of divided Germany, for it demonstrates the impossibility for the GDR
68ers of realizing any part of an emancipatory political program in the public sphere.
Yet the subsequent attempts of the protagonists to pursue their aims within the
realm of the private sphere illustrate other, less immediately obvious differences
between the two German “1968s.” The centerpiece of their effort was the founding
of a commune—dubbed informally by its founders, after their West Berlin model,
“Kommune I-Ost”—which existed with revolving personnel, in several different
apartments, from roughly 1969 to 1973.99 The similarities between the eastern and
western communes are striking. In Paul Kaiser’s words, the communards and would-
be communards of east and west shared “similar interests in psychedelic theories and
anti-authoritarian child-rearing, [an obsessive focus on] self-discovery, and Far East-
ern philosophy.”100 They also found common ground, writes Kaiser, in their dedi-
cation to “overcoming the illusory opposition between private/public, leisure/
work.”101

Yet the similarities between the communards in east and west concealed im-
portant differences. Adopting a countercultural lifestyle while supporting official
East German demands for “peace,” the eastern communards attempted to walk a
line between resistance and accommodation, staging a simulacrum of “68er” politics
in the narrow space where their political goals overlapped rhetorically with those of

Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk, “‘Wer sich nicht in Gefahr begibt . . . ‘: Protestaktionen gegen die Intervention
in Prag 1968 und die Folgen von 1968 für die DDR-Opposition,” in Klaus-Dietmar Henke, Peter Stein-
bach, and Johannes Tuchel, eds., Widerstand und Opposition in der DDR (Cologne, 1999), 257–274, 266.
See the video interview with Wegner at http://www.jugendopposition.de.

95 Other sanctions, including the loss of educational privileges, were subsequently enforced; see
Franziska Groszer, “Aufbruch und andere Brüche: Die Kommune I Ost,” in Helke Sander, Margit
Püttmann, and Marlene Streeruwitz, eds., Wie weit flog die Tomate? Eine 68erinnen-Gala der Reflexion
(Berlin, 1999).

96 Akademie der Künste, Berlin, Thomas-Brasch-Archiv, no. 1234, aus: MfS AU 339/90.
97 Ibid.
98 Ibid.
99 Kaiser, “Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ostberlin,” 21. See the personal account of the founding by Erika

Berthold in Kätzel, “Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” 228. See also Kätzel, “Kommune I/Ost.”
100 Ibid.
101 Anja Seeliger quoted in Kaiser, “Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ostberlin.”
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the regime.102 But carrying a banner reading “We Agree with Dutschke” in a party-
organized procession—to cite a particularly apposite moment recounted by Frank
Havemann—hardly represented meaningful opposition against the total claims of
party and state.103 Indeed, in the GDR, support for Third World guerrillas fighting
against American imperialism carried little oppositional content; the Third World
struggle was not one that could be “brought home” with any effect when the gov-
ernment itself nominally supported that struggle.104 True, the Third World did re-
flect back into East Germany, but not in a way that empowered the 68ers; the dec-
laration by their hero Fidel Castro in a speech on August 23, 1968, that the invasion
of Czechoslovakia was justified led to a crisis in the Havemann commune.105 The
support of Frank Havemann and some others for Castro’s statement precipitated a
split in the group, which led to both Wolf Biermann and Havemann’s father Robert
being banned from the premises, and the departure of a number of members, many
of whom later fled to the west.106

102 Florian Havemann, interview with author, April 12, 2005.
103 Frank Havemann, in Land and Possekel, Fremde Welten, 218–223.
104 See the comments by Erika Berthold in Kätzel, “Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” 231.
105 Paul Kaiser and Claudia Petzold, “Perlen vor die Säue: Eine Boheme im Niemandsland,” in Kaiser

and Petzold, Boheme und Diktatur in der DDR: Gruppen, Konflikte, Quartiere, 1970–1989 (Berlin, 1997),
13–41, 33.

106 Florian Havemann, interview with author, April 12, 2005. Those who emigrated were Rosita
Hunzinger, Hans-Georg Utzkoreit, Sandra Weigl, Florian Havemann, and Thomas Brasch; Kaiser and
Petzold, “Perlen vor die Säue,” 33. Frank Havemann distanced himself from his father, Robert, because

FIGURE 6: An “LSD Cave,” photographed by the East German State Security, date unknown. Robert-Have-
mann-Gesellschaft.
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One of those who went to the west was Florian Havemann, younger brother of
Frank. Tellingly, Florian was criticized privately (in correspondence) by his fa-
ther—a man who had suffered many indignities at the hands of the regime—and
publicly by Wolf Biermann, who had been banned from performing in the GDR since
1965 and who had had to burn his papers and go into hiding on the night of the
Czechoslovakian invasion.107 Biermann wrote a song about Havemann, “Enfant
Perdu,” in which he expressed deep hurt at what he saw as a personal and political
betrayal; yet the psychic pressures acting on the GDR 68ers such as Florian Have-
mann could be crushing. Thomas Brasch wrote in his diary of a chance encounter
between the two in early 1970, about a year before Havemann left for the west.
Havemann reproached Brasch for his “isolation” and criticized his “relationship to
society. He did this spouting strange revolutionary claptrap, lots of quotations, but
his face betrayed him.”108

Those who chose to remain and work within the party for change faced a difficult
course. Frank Havemann and Erika Berthold met with distrust both from the party
and from the “longhairs,” rejected by the latter for their attempts to cooperate with
the former.109 Ultimately, a number of the communards went on to become unofficial
co-workers of the Stasi, an act that some of them had revealingly come to see as their
only chance to be politically effective.110 This development underlines, again, what
is possibly the biggest difference between the communards of east and west. In the
latter, the Kommune I functioned not merely as a space in which to revolutionize
daily life, fusing the private and the political, but as a strongpoint from which to carry
out raids into the public sphere. It was precisely in the interplay between the main-
stream media and the Kommune I—whether in the media’s scandalized attention to
the commune’s (largely mythological) sexual freedom or in the effect of its spec-
tacular public actions—that the radical effect of the Kommune I lay. Nothing of the
sort could be contemplated in the east, where, as the aftermath of August 1968
proved, the boundaries of the private sphere delimited the possibilities of action.
Thus, in the end, rather than expose the vistas of possibility in the East German
“1968,” the Kommune I-Ost experiment illustrated its limits.

What of the larger youth cultural wave represented by beat music? Prevented
from fusing with the “small 1968” rendered stillborn when the Prague Spring was
crushed, the youth cultural aspects of the “big 1968” became merely another site of
dropout identity in the GDR. International youth culture did provide the raw stuff
for the expression of nonconformist identities, but these identities did not supply the

the latter gave an illegal interview to a West German magazine in the commune’s apartment; Kaiser,
“Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ostberlin,” 35. “It was interesting,” remembers Erika Berthold. “Either the peo-
ple of our group took themselves back into the structures of the GDR and said, we want to change
something here, or they gave these ideas up and went to the west. There wasn’t actually anything in
between.” Kätzel, “Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” 229.

107 See the letters of January 6 and February 10, 1972, from Robert Havemann to Florian Havemann;
Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft, Nachlaß Robert Havemann, RH 001 Bd. 003.

108 “He agitated a lot for the commune,” wrote Brasch, and “had already prepared an essay that
covered everything from Communist communal relations to group sex”; Brasch, entry for February 23,
1970, Tagebuch 23.10.1969–6.4.1970.

109 Kätzel, “Erika Berthold und die Kommune I/Ost,” 234–235; Kaiser, “Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ost-
berlin,” 34–35.

110 Kaiser, “Kommune ‘K1—Ost,’ Ostberlin,” 39.
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basis for the elaboration of a spectacular radical democratic politics as in the West;
and if they could imagine themselves into community with young rebels from the
other Germany and from around the world—becoming a part of a globalizing “dis-
course community,” to use the term suggested by Ute Kätzel—they were largely
unable to marry discourse to deeds.111 In contrast, the “big 1968” in West Germany
could blossom out through a myriad of channels, from the countercultural urban
guerrilla groups to the various permutations of the “new social movements.”112 The
total effect was to broaden the possibilities for popular action from below, pushing
back the boundaries of the permissible and creating democratic space in the political
and cultural landscape of the Federal Republic.113 No matter how important these
events were for West Germany, however, they were by no means simply West Ger-
man events. They were a product both of the local reception of transnational in-
fluences and of the creation of global imagined communities. The latter were derived
from the Cold War (the “free world”), from left-wing theory (Dutschke’s “under-
privileged of the world”), or from networks of consumption (the “international coun-
terculture”). At the same time, they arose out of overlapping fields of engagement
with the potential to synergize each other (e.g., the relationship between West Ger-
man students and the Third World student diaspora), and the tendency for events

111 On the idea of a “discourse community,” see Kätzel, “Kommune I/Ost.”
112 See Sabine von Dirke, “All Power to the Imagination!” The West German Counterculture from the

Student Movement to the Greens (Lincoln, Nebr., 1997).
113 See Ingo Cornils, “Successful Failure? The Impact of the German Student Movement on the

Federal Republic of Germany,” in Stuart Taberner and Frank Finlay, eds., Recasting German Identity:
Culture, Politics, and Literature in the Berlin Republic (Rochester, N.Y., 2002), 107–126.

FIGURE 7: Flower Power East German style. Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft.
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in one spatial location—the Vietnam War, for example—to reflect back onto another
(the Federal Republic).

This sort of “reflecting back” occurred in the east as well, as the example of the
crushing of the Prague Spring and Castro’s comments about it indicate, but with very
different effects. The lack of political space for an emancipatory youth politics in
East Germany meant that, in a certain sense, there had been no “1968” in the GDR.
In the Federal Republic, the traumatic events of 1967 only slowly came to be trans-
formed into “1968,” a process that was not complete until the 1980s. In the GDR,
the local “small 1968” disappeared, as it were, into the memory hole. It was only with
the Wende (the “change”) of 1989 and its aftermath in German reunification that the
search for an East German “1968” as a democratic tradition and sign of resistance
against the “second German dictatorship” really began.114 In other words, “1968” is
very much a construction of social memory, a fact that is increasingly becoming the
object of scholarly investigation.115 Yet the term “1968” maintains a heuristic use-
fulness, for as a temporal designation for a spatial event, it suggests the key im-
portance of connectedness in the global emancipatory moment of the late 1960s.

114 See Christoph Kleßmann, “Rethinking the Second German Dictatorship,” in Konrad H. Jarausch
and Eve Duffy, eds., Dictatorship as Experience: Towards a Socio-Cultural History of the GDR (New York,
1999), 363–372; see also A. James McAdams, Judging the Past in Unified Germany (Cambridge, 2001).

115 For example, at the recent conference “Memories of 1968: International Perspectives,” University
of Leeds, UK, April 17–18, 2008.
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