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CHAPTER 5

Constructing the Student 
and the Gammler

¨´

“Hell is loose in Schwabing!”1 This headline appeared in the newspa-
per Der Münchner Merkur on 25 June 1962. On several warm summer 
nights, the Schwabing quarter, close to downtown Munich, became the 
setting for major youth riots and protests. The article noted,

Whereas the fi rst turmoil on Thursday … happened due to some kind of 
impulse, the riots on Friday and Saturday … were initiated by rowdies. 
At the second and third turmoil, … hundreds of youngsters (on average 
twenty years of age) banded together, destroyed cars, threw fi reworks, 
bottles, and rocks, until the police went forward brutally with batons.2

Unable to identify the nature and reasoning for such sudden riots, 
authorities and the media initially worried about the return of the 
Halbstarke. Former mayor Thomas Wimmer even feared that the events 
in Schwabing could be a starting point for “some nasty surprises … in 
the future.”3 Yet partially sparked by the police, unrests turned into po-
litical protests, pushing the student as the new construct of youth into 
the epicenter of discussions. 

Throughout the 1960s, repeated riots and demonstrations refl ected 
a larger struggle over the form and nature of West German democracy. 
Arguably initiated by the events in Schwabing, and repeatedly tied to 
the takeover of city spaces, debates about youth politicized society at 
large. For many, the student—and to an extent Gammler buns—as an 
emerging image of youth embodied a new generation and discourse. 
Born after World War II, these youngsters questioned adult authority 
and political frameworks, the latter leading to intense debates about 
higher education, the Cold War, and emergency laws. In 1966, the two 
major parties within the Federal Republic created a grand coalition 
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with a supermajority, further encouraging protests and the organi-
zation of youth. These developments were new within West Germa-
ny’s democracy,4 and raised historic fears about political instability as 
experienced during the years of the Weimar Republic. In fact, at the 
height of protests in spring 1968 one state representative noted, “If 
Bonn is not to become Weimar, then the Bavarian capital cannot have 
the image of 1918 and become a fertile ground for extreme disruptions 
and an opportune arena for violent struggles.”5 As elsewhere, the stu-
dent thus embodied disorder and fear, making this image of youth a 
discursive space or microcosm for broader conversations.

Again, the construction of the student and the Gammler as disrup-
tive, violent, and possibly antidemocratic forces had its benefi ts.6 Sit-
uated within the so-called protest years (1962–1973), the rise of both 
images emerged as frozen political structures embodied by aging chan-
cellor Konrad Adenauer slowly dissolved. After a brief interlude gov-
ernment headed by Ludwig Erhard, a grand coalition between the two 
major parties—the conservatives (CDU/CSU) and the social democrats 
(SPD)—formed a government from 1966 until 1969. Their superma-
jority brought people to the streets and helped create the Extraparlia-
mentary Opposition (APO), a movement that authorities interested in 
traditional democratic structures belittled as angry young men. While 
there was perhaps a real crisis around youth, it was again consistently 
defi ned only as that and exaggerated overall for self-serving purposes. 
As a result, youth once more proved a powerful rhetorical space for 
larger discussions and provided the leverage for expanding mecha-
nisms of social control.

Although constructions of youth as students and Gammlers fol-
lowed similar trends as during previous decades, a growing ability and 
broader willingness of the actual young to help frame its own image 
became increasingly apparent. With more power and infl uence, namely 
once comparing such dynamics to the situation during the crisis years, 
young people played a more active role. Even though authorities and 
primarily the media continually described them as violent and anti-
democratic, the young pushed a counternarrative and tried to tell their 
own stories. This struggle over what youth means during the protest 
years illustrates the growing diversity of a young democratic structure, 
as well as the increasing power and interest of young people to con-
struct an image of youth.

The third and fi nal part of Coming of Age thus highlights the rise of 
the student and the Gammler during the protest years. In 1962, the po-
liticization of youth took shape on the streets in Schwabing, marking 
an awakening of a new generation. From that point forward, young 
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people increasingly asked inconvenient questions, challenged author-
ities, protested, and organized. Continuing tensions plus the inability 
of adult authorities to defuse the situation led to a climax in 1968 and 
the death of two individuals on the streets of Munich. As a result—and 
beginning in the wake of the riots in Schwabing—to control the student 
and the Gammler, and with that certain city spaces, became import-
ant. Local authorities re-evaluated outdated police tactics, relied on 
surveillance and spatial planning, and tried to streamline judicial pro-
cesses. The young, on the other hand, began organizing and fi ghting 
back, resulting in continuing riots on the streets of Munich, dynamics 
that ultimately helped the Bavarian capital grow up.

Creating the Student

Not surprisingly, protests initiating a shift in discourse and introduc-
ing the student began in Schwabing, the young and vibrant quarter 
of Munich. Located just north of the city center, its main boulevard 
Leopoldstraße runs all the way from the Siegestor Arch of the Victor 
to Münchner Freiheit square. The Ludwig-Maximilians University—
the largest university in West Germany at the time—was located in 
Schwabing; the Academy for the Arts and the Technical College was 
nearby. In the early 1960s, these three institutions brought roughly 
20,000 students to the city.7 As the bohemian part of town, Schwabing 
was also the home of countless artists and musicians. Studios, side-
walk stands, restaurants, cafés, movie theaters, and a busy nightlife 
attracted mainly students and youngsters. Actually, the Director of the 
Youth Welfare Offi ce, Kurt Seelmann, described this Schwabing “state 
of mind”8 in the early 1960s with a reference to new trends among 
young males, noting, “the environment was almost exclusively in-
habited by extremely nice young people (even though some of them 
might have had a full beard).”9 On warm and beautiful days thousands 
pushed along the main boulevard to enjoy its atmosphere, as many sat 
outside to have coffee or ice cream. In the evening, restaurants and 
bars fi lled up quickly as music, cabarets, and theaters intrigued visi-
tors and locals alike. Those over eighteen had few problems enjoying 
themselves on rock ’n’ roll dance fl oors and in jazz clubs, while un-
derage individuals could take pleasure in musicians on street corners. 
For authorities and residents, such noise and constant activity became 
concerning and irritating, and the latter repeatedly called upon the 
police to deal with breaches of peace. Law enforcement then broke up 
street musicians and pavement artists, leaving many to wonder how 
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such behavior aligned with the city’s new slogan, “Munich, an embrac-
ing metropolis.”10

An increase in disruptions became apparent by 1962, and ultimately 
triggered the riots in June. Earlier that month, a university riot devel-
oped when the police tried to clear a crowd of about two thousand 
individuals after a jazz concert near the university.11 On 20 June the 
police responded to a similar call, as youngsters supposedly “made dis-
rupting noises by playing music, clapping, even dancing and yelling.”12 
When arriving at the Wedekindplatz square in Schwabing, the police 
noticed a group of street musicians, and roughly 150 listeners. As the 
patrol rolled up to the scene, onlookers welcomed them with whis-
tles and boos, while some even threw bottles and started yelling, “Nazi 
state.”13 The police eventually began clearing the area, against the op-
position of many onlookers. A day later, the police again dealt with 
three youngsters making music at the Monopteros monument before 
a similar situation escalated later the same day. That time, the police 
tried to disperse a crowd of several hundred people who were listening 
to fi ve musicians in Schwabing. The musicians disrupted the peace, 
while onlookers blocked parts of the main road. As a result, the police 
tried to escort the musicians away from the scene, only to face an up-
set audience believing the offi cials had arrested the young performers. 
Some bystanders surrounded the police car; others released air from 
its tires. The police offi cers, on the other hand, called for reinforce-
ment, and the riots of Schwabing began.14

For the next fi ve days, Schwabing saw an unprecedented disrup-
tion of public peace. Sparked by a seemingly minor incident, hundreds 
of people began blocking the streets. In the following days, between 
10,000 and 20,000 protestors participated in similar events.15 Emerg-
ing riots played out along almost the same script each night: a crowd 
assembled on the Leopoldstraße boulevard throughout the day; in the 
evening, some began blocking the street. Reminiscent of incidents 
when the Halbstarke obstructed traffi c at the Stiglmaierplatz square 
several years earlier, protestors stepped onto the street, carrying tables 
and chairs, sat down on tram tracks, and refused to move. Several 
couples danced on the street, which gave the protests a playful and 
provocative character [Figure 5.l]. As one participant recalled, “Ini-
tially, it was quite amusing, [and] the people enjoyed making fun of the 
police.”16 The police, on the other hand, conceptualized them as “dis-
ruptive to traffi c.”17 Leopoldstraße boulevard in particular was a main 
access route to downtown Munich at the time. Once initial orders to 
disperse remained mostly unanswered, police units began dispersing 
the gathering with force. In groups, the police tried to push people 
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off the streets. Unable to distinguish between onlookers and partici-
pants, offi cers used their batons indiscriminately; some even rode their 
horses into street cafés. The crowd, on the other hand, started throw-
ing beer bottles and other objects. Chaos ensued as the police began 
detaining protestors at the same time as others tried to fl ee. Eventually, 
the police were able to clear the streets again, at least until disruptions 
resumed the next evening.

The events in Schwabing caught public authorities and adult con-
temporaries by surprise. Munich had seen relative stability and order 
since the end of panics surrounding the Halbstarke. Those confl icts 
took place in working-class neighborhoods, and not in the middle-class 

Figure 5.1 Dancing on the streets during the so-called riots in Schwabing, 1962. 

Courtesy of Otfried Schmidt/Süddeutsche Zeitung Photo.
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bohemian area of Schwabing. Moreover, whereas politicians feared 
communism, they rarely connected such concerns to youth. If any-
thing, then fears surrounding the vibrant and, at times, chaotic buzz of 
Schwabing worried authorities. As a result, Mayor Hans-Jochen Vogel 
came to Schwabing wondering about the nature of these disruptions. 
He hoped to defuse the situation, and approached a group of protes-
tors. As he recalled later,

After a longer discussion, I was able to convince a group about the use-
lessness of additional blockades and brawls with the police. My plea to 
consider Munich’s prestige made an initial impression, [and] this group 
dispersed. Encouraged by this success, I approached a second group. 
… This time, however, I was … pushed into an entrance way as people 
threw stink bombs, yelled at me … , and demanded the release of all 
those arrested.18

For such protestors, the situation had been incited by police brutal-
ity, indiscriminate arrests, and unnecessary violence. Unable or un-
willing to abide by the requests of demonstrators, the mayor retreated 
as the police continued to move forward with batons. Director of the 
Youth Welfare Offi ce Kurt Seelmann was also caught by surprise. On 
his way to get ice cream, he found himself in the middle of the unrest. 
Seelmann tried to get in contact with authorities, hoping to soothe 
the situation. At some point, a police offi cer told him to keep moving. 
Seelmann noted later, “in order to make me speed up, he hit me with a 
baton on the back.”19 Seelman had established a dialogue between the 
young and the police for years, but that night he wondered if “all such 
efforts had been in vain.”20

Although covering the events extensively, the media and the general 
public also had a hard time framing what happened in Schwabing. 
An editorial in Der Münchner Merkur aimed to distinguish between 
bystanders caught by surprise, a minority of “rowdies” who threw 
rocks, and “mainly students”;21 it also asked its readers “What do you 
make of these riots?”22 The tabloid 8-Uhr Blatt reported on the criminal 
character of the “rioting masses”;23 it also—similar to other publica-
tions—simply resurrected earlier images of the Halbstarke24 by stating, 
for example, “That shabby looks and character do not make an artist 
and attendance in lectures do not make a student is common knowl-
edge. But that hundreds of pseudo-artists and quasi-academics have 
worked with loitering Halbstarke in order to beat the last sense out 
of Schwabing is depressing.”25 Rumors about a group of “three-hun-
dred Halbstarke, as ‘reinforcement,’ on their way from Frankfurt and 
Düsseldorf” to Schwabing, appeared as well.26 Letters to the editors 
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painted a similar picture: some commentators saw the Halbstarke in-
volved in the riots while others had detected “rioting students” and 
“academics.”27 Many also categorized participants as local students 
and outside agitators. According to Mayor Hans-Jochen Vogel, on 
Saturday night it was “mainly the scum of various quarters,” which 
showed up in Schwabing.28 Only Director of the Youth Welfare Offi ce 
Kurt Seelmann questioned these sentiments and descriptions openly, 
given that he had experienced police brutality fi rst hand and person-
ally knew many of supposed Halbstarke.29

The media and offi cials eventually began framing the events in 
Schwabing as student protests, tied to clandestine communist activi-
ties and thus in line with broader 1960s political discussions. Through-
out the riots, the police had arrested 248 individuals; 106 of them were 
students, a fact not surprising given general profi ling of youth. For 
authorities, this fi nding was suffi cient evidence that students were the 
most dominant group within the riots. That those captured were mainly 
between eighteen and twenty-nine years old sustained such claims. 
Moreover, with only thirteen women arrested, female youth seemed 
to play only a secondary role.30 This conclusion made male students 
the prime targets even though data suggests that students in general 
and male students in particular were not the only groups protesting.31 
Apart from framing the riots as a new kind of protest,32 recent events—
namely new Cold War tensions due to the construction of the wall in 
Berlin in August 1961—also infl uenced the creation of this threat. The 
police chief saw “political implications” at hand in Schwabing, and 
blamed secret communist support and subversive forces.33 After all, 
the fi ve musicians triggering the riots had supposedly played Roma-
nian folk songs.34 One of the musicians later recalled that his interest 
in the Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky became suffi cient evidence 
to further sustain these accusations.35 Besides, authorities had arrested 
several youngsters with connections to East Germany: they arrested 
Peter Schmitt as a supposed leader, only because he had visited East 
Germany in 1958/59 and sustained friendships into the GDR.36 The 
most important evidence of communist involvement was a fl yer by the 
illegal Communist Party (KPD) that surfaced during the riots. The me-
dia discussed this fl yer at great length, speculated about a communist 
conspiracy, and even feared an invasion.37 Such constructions of stu-
dents as communist tools contradicted the experiences of protestors, 
who saw the events unfold as “something completely coincidental and 
spontaneous, without any political objectives.”38 Even an internal re-
port from the Offi ce for the Protection of the Constitution saw no con-
nection between the leafl et and the KPD.39 For many authorities such 
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fi ndings mattered little given their understandings and interpretation 
of events, plus an increasing state of hysteria.

While the media and local authorities increasingly stereotyped and 
demonized young participants and bystanders alike, the events in 
Schwabing politicized individual participants over time. As one voice 
recalled years later, the riots “did affect me, as one can imagine. The 
authoritarian state showed its vigor, which I thought we had overcome, 
and I consequently believed that the majority of the police had to be 
fascists. I was thus politicized in a heartbeat, and lost all trust into 
politics.”40 Others saw their initial experiences in 1962 in the context 
of their subsequent involvement in protests. One individual later noted 
that in 1962 defying authorities was “highly political.”41 The events 
even affected those who did not participate. Subversive activist and 
cofounder of the alternative community Kommune I Dieter Kunzel-
mann “did not leave his house [in Munich] during the riots.”42 He still 
noted, “I experienced for the fi rst time that hundreds of people showed 
solidarity with guitar-playing bums and that it took such a minimal 
cause for law and order to turn into chaos. This experience impressed 
me much, so that in the following years I used every situation to ex-
perience it in another form.”43 Then nineteen-year-old Andreas Baader 
was also arrested in Schwabing. Police offi cers overheard him stat-
ing, “I saw them [the police] beating innocent people yesterday. One 
man was beaten brutally and then kicked. A woman was beaten to the 
ground; they [the police] need a beating; something like this ought 
to be in the news, with photos.”44 For authorities this statement was 
suffi cient to prove his active role in the riots, and they arrested Baader. 
Although released after twelve hours, Baader’s mother later recalled 
how he came home that night and said, “There is something foul in 
a state where the police moves forward against singing youngsters.”45 
These experiences in no way fully explain Baader’s later role within the 
leftist-terrorist Red Army Faction (RAF) but the events in Schwabing 
marked a watershed moment for him and many other contemporaries, 
and only proved originally misleading understandings of the riots as 
political a reality.

In response to police brutality, many participants began orga-
nizing.46 In July, a group of fourteen local residents established the 
Community Initiative for the Protection of Civil Liberties. It hoped to 
prevent “a police state,”47 and tried to raise awareness by setting up 
meetings, printing leafl ets, holding press conferences, and writing let-
ters to editors. In the fi rst leafl et from 16 July it called for witnesses 
in an attempt to fi nd evidence to prosecute police offi cers.48 In a res-
olution, it outlined, “Until now, there has been no proof regarding 
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obstruction of police order (which is interesting, when recalling the 
broad use of batons!).”49 A year after the riots, second chairmen of 
the initiative outlined the rights of citizens in the student magazine 
profi l.50 The initiative was eventually dissolved due to fi nancial prob-
lems and internal animosities, leaving student organizations like the 
General Student’s Committee (AStA) in charge. That organization in 
particular had hoped to defuse and de-escalate the situation early on. 
On the fourth day of the riots, it had called on students “to not support 
such consciously provoked turmoil, which have nothing to do with 
student and ‘Schwabing freedom.’”51 Shortly after the riots, AStA had 
then condemned the criminal behavior of participants but also criti-
cized police brutality. While claiming that these had “not been student 
riots,”52 AStA also organized a forum to discuss the events. More than 
three hundred people showed up. In a lively discussion, participants 
focused on the role of the police during the riots. Two speakers aiming 
to defend the role of the police were booed; another speaker noted, 
“The respect I had for the police is gone. There were lots of rowdies, 
yes, but most of them wore a uniform.”53 Such sentiments received lots 
of applause, as many had lost respect for authorities and now looked to 
politicize existing organizational formats like AStA “to protest against 
such [state] arbitrariness!”54

The Rise of the Student

As a watershed moment, the riots and protests of Schwabing marked 
the appearance, construction, and awakening of the student. With vir-
tually no memories of the war and National Socialism, this new image 
of youth came of age during the late 1950s, when artifi cial divisions 
along generations became all the more evident. As the years passed, 
a wider public debate helped create such generational cohorts. In 
1957, sociologist Helmut Schelsky already defi ned a “skeptical gener-
ation”;55 six years later, the weekly news magazine Der Spiegel deemed 
this age cohort as the “exaggerated generation.”56 The magazine em-
bedded it within international trends, noting that this generation is 
“cool, confi dent, [and] condescending.”57 They are the “kids of Marx 
and Coca-Cola,”58 who consume as never before, follow Beat music, 
love The Beatles, wear miniskirts, and question authorities. U.S. popu-
lar culture, among other foreign infl uences, had made the young more 
international. Furthermore, argued Der Spiegel, “Their use of sex is 
even more irritating for adults, [and] a source of youth-bashing and 
youth-idolization.”59 Popular culture, a degree of internationalism, and 
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their disruptive politics made the student a force for change and a 
threat to traditional order.

Similar to previous images of youth, constructions of the student—
defi ned as a young, politically active, male, middle-class urbanite—had 
a history. Historically, the German term Student primarily refers to 
those attending universities and colleges. It is distinguished from the 
term Schüler for elementary and secondary school students and conse-
quently refers to an older age cohort. In the Federal Republic, Schüler 
generally left school in their late teens, becoming college students in 
their early twenties. Student also infers male youth, given that female 
youngsters could not attend German universities until the late nine-
teenth century. By the 1960s, the situation had changed, of course, 
although males still dominated higher education. Moreover, according 
to historian Harald Lönnecker, German universities have been under-
stood as hotbeds of liberalism, dissent, and delinquency.60 Student ri-
ots in 1848 come to mind when thinking about the political activism of 
this construct, as do Burschenschaften fraternities. Again, such events 
remain tied to a male population. Social class restricted and limited ac-
cess to higher education for most young people, an aspect that changed 
after World War II. Beginning in the 1950s, an expansion in higher 
education grounded in postwar prosperity became noticeable, opening 
up this career path for more individuals. In many ways, however, stu-
dents remained tied to the middle class. Spatially, the home of students 
was the university. Located within the center of major cities, student 
quarters emerged around such places of higher education. Schwabing 
was one of these university spaces, where the student could spend time 
in coffee shops, restaurants, or bars like the Big Apple and the PN. 
Numerous bands played in these clubs, including future stars like Jimi 
Hendrix.61 At the same time, Gammler—young bums traveling through 
Europe—hung around on street corners, sold various items along the 
Leopoldstraße boulevard, and prepared a spot for the night in this cen-
ter of “the German sleeping-bag movement.”62 In other words, contem-
poraries built on historical understandings that saw the student as an 
urbanite who engaged in excessive drinking, disorder, and immoral-
ity,63 making this image of youth a threat to stability.

Age and class also defi ned the student and helped misrepresent larger 
dynamics. Youngsters went to college in their late teens and early twen-
ties. The average age of all those arrested in 1962 was twenty-fi ve, with 
most students being a little younger.64 In short, the student was older 
than eighteen and would not get in confl ict with the Law for the Pro-
tection of Youth. Whereas this made the student more threatening than 
previous social constructions of youth, the middle-class background 
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brought anxieties of youth away from working-class Halbstarke and 
into the sphere of the teenager. Such emphasis, regardless of a broad 
range of participants, demonstrates the strength of the student as a 
social construct. However, as historian Kristin Ross noted in the con-
text of protests in France, “May ’68 had very little to do with the so-
cial group—students or ‘youth’—who were its instigators. It had much 
more to do with the fl ight from social determinations, with displace-
ments that took place outside of their location in society, with a dis-
junction, that is, between political subjectivity and the social group.”65 
She ultimately argues that the events were reduced to a student and 
generational revolt. Similar trends were visible in Munich, where au-
thorities constructed the student as the prime force behind the protests. 
This neglect of other participants allowed contemporaries to frame po-
tential opposition around university environments along delinquency 
and generation, especially after the events in Schwabing.

The revival of the student as a male youngster was tied to his appear-
ance, an interpretation that simply neglected the role and power of 
young females or deemed them as irrelevant. Early descriptions noted 
that the student had a full beard. Kurt Seelmann described this type 
of youngster when recalling his visits to Schwabing,66 and the police 
at the riots had only taken photos of suspects with beards—even if 
witnesses described some participants as “tall, blond, and neat.”67 The 
police arrested a French student as a ringleader simply because he 
had a full beard.68 Similar arrests took place at protests in the GDR, 
indicating parallels between both German states when it comes to 
constructions of male youth in the 1960s.69 Moreover, emerging ste-
reotypes assigned young women a narrow role within the student 
movement. After all, the police only arrested thirteen women during 
the riots in Schwabing.70 Most student organizations also had male 
leaders, an element again visible in other countries. At least until the 
mid-1960s authorities and adult onlookers saw and understood young 
women simply as accessories for male protestors. Newspapers wrote 
about “twen” girls—those in their twenties—standing by and watch-
ing male rioters in Schwabing, or female “‘vagabonding-bees following 
[male] bums.”71 According to one contemporary, “females had to be 
beautiful, fashionable, sexy, intellectual, and ready to serve.”72 Such 
female passivity was supposedly grounded in their curiosity and sex-
ual promiscuity and explains why authorities might have been blind 
towards early female participation. According to historian Kristina 
Schulz, “participation of women was simply overlooked,”73 as the me-
dia focused more on their looks. Indeed, in Munich, local newspapers 
wrote about “the necks of Schwabinger art brides” and “open blouse 
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wearing” women protestors,74 thus putting female bodies, not their ac-
tual protests, values, and concerns, into the center of discussions. As 
the wife of student leader Rudi Dutschke, Gretchen Dutschke-Klotz, 
later recalled, women “were disposed of at will” if they did not fi t this 
ideal.75 Such stereotypes continued later on. According to the news 
magazine Der Spiegel,

It was the highest form of female participation if a girl … yelled “Shut 
up!” during a meeting of the Student Social Union (SDS). Tired gals of 
the revolution put their stylistic haircuts in the way of the water cannon 
representing the executive power of the state; they join their comrades at 
teach-ins, sit-ins, and demonstrations; and they also help them in mat-
ters of love. But they remain silent once it comes to … underlying male 
determination for strict German order present with organizational struc-
tures. … Now they feel frustrated.76

As one historian noted in a similar context, “That politically conscious 
males did not behave in any way different towards women, but were 
sometimes even more brutal and exploitive, all the while situating 
themselves within a narrative of emancipation,” was upsetting.77 As a 
result, and although the women’s movement did not gain steam until 
the late 1960s,78 the early role of female participants rarely concerned 
male protestors, authorities, or even historians.

At the same time, appearance also became a way to protest. Sim-
ilar to the Halbstarke and the teenager, actual students used different 
styles to resist contemporary norms. Male youngsters made long hair, 
beards, and casual clothing part of a purposeful shabbiness, and turned 
such style into a statement against middle-class values. So-called 
Gammler bums—youngsters living on the streets and traveling through 
Europe—openly defi ed norms. As one young female contemporary 
recalls, “‘dressing up’ meant refusal against revolutionary conscious-
ness,” turning rags into a revolutionary statement.79 Clothing again 
became political, apparent at a ceremony for the opening of a new 
student apartment complex in Munich in 1967. Although an offi cial 
occasion, AStA Chairman Rolf Pohle wore corduroys and a turtleneck. 
After Pohle made a brief political statement regarding the lack of dem-
ocratic frameworks, the representative from the Ministry of Culture 
and Education felt provoked and snapped, stating, “Wear a proper suit 
before talking about democracy!”80 Apparently a ragged style and ap-
pearance played an important role when constructing, detecting, and 
identifying the student; yet it also visibly distinguished those unwilling 
to conform to a traditional and orderly view of democracy.
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This political nature of the student was in line with a long history, 
yet unusual compared to previous images of youth, which was stereo-
typed as delinquent during the crisis years and had little agency and 
power. The situation had improved in the miracle years, due to the 
rise of youth culture and new opportunities. The student, on the other 
hand, had a long history of being political, visible in the promotion 
of national and liberal ideals throughout the nineteenth century, as at 
the Hambach Fest in 1832.81 In the 1960s, such interest in politics was 
present due to debates about Germany’s Nazi past, partially triggered 
by the Adolf Eichmann trial. In fact, after the riots in Schwabing one 
member of the Community Initiative specifi cally referred to this trial 
in a press conference to defend the initiative’s claims for justice.82 In 
1963, the Frankfurt-Auschwitz trials brought discussions about the 
Holocaust even more into the limelight, giving youngsters the oppor-
tunity to confront adults with uncomfortable and, at times, unrea-
sonable questions and accusations. Parents and adult authorities as 
such lost credibility, even more through apparent continuities between 
the former Nazi state and West Germany. On the federal level, for-
mer member of the Nazi Party Kurt Georg Kiesinger became the third 
chancellor of West Germany in 1963. In Munich, Bavarian Minister of 
Culture and Education Theodor Maunz in particular sparked debates. 
He had been professor of jurisprudence providing commentaries on 
National Socialist laws throughout the Nazi period. According to his-
torian Dieter Deiseroth, such individuals at least indicated “a limited 
break with the fascist past.”83

Unwilling to accept such realities, the new generation found ways to 
respond: “It started harmlessly,” activist Alois Aschenbrenner recalled. 
“For instance, wearing police uniforms … to the university to then 
stand in front of the podium of two professors—[Prof. Reinhart] Mau-
rach too, because he was an old fascist, a criminal law commentator, 
back in Hitler’s times. We wanted to raise awareness regarding such 
unwillingness to deal with the past.”84 At the riots in Schwabing, some 
individuals had provoked the police yelling “Nazi state,” “Gestapo,” 
and “Nazi police.”85 Later, students would interrupt the commemora-
tion for the resister Scholl siblings because they saw such an event 
as hypocrisy. According to an offi cial report, students “disturbed the 
ceremony by dropping leafl ets, uncoiling a banner with slogans like 
‘Nazis out,’ ‘Murderers celebrate their victims.’ There were supposedly 
brawls. The demonstration … was primarily aimed against speaker 
Prof. Buszmann and other professors … because of their supposed Na-
tional Socialist past.”86
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Apart from discussing the Nazi past, student protests circled around 
numerous other issues. As historian Konrad Jarausch summarized 
in a broader context, student protests in general incorporated three 
dimensions: debates regarding student subculture, the improvement 
of educational opportunities, and political activism.87 In the postwar 
period, opposition often arose within the context of West German 
rearmament, soon coordinated within annual Ostermärsche Easter 
marches.88 In March 1964, for example, the Kampagne für Demokratie 
und Abrüstung (Campaign for Democracy and Disarmament) had or-
ganized a demonstration in Munich, titled “From Cologne to Warsaw: 
Nuclear-Weapon Free!”89 Annual events grew dramatically by 196890 
because of the need for education reform. In 1964, pedagogue George 
Picht had described this “misery of education” in great detail: a lack 
of facilities, teachers, and basic funding.91 Soon students began de-
manding more funding for institutions of higher education, direct in-
put into university governance, and broader structural reforms. Also, 
as one young contemporary from Munich put it, “The indifference of 
the administration and senseless traditions”92 needed to go. Conserva-
tive contemporaries and authorities, on the other hand, feared leftist 
student groups undermining the university.93 Hence, they tried to limit 
democratization throughout the university, pushing young protestors 
on the streets. In July 1965, “the largest demonstration in the postwar 
period”94 took place in Munich when around 10,000 protestors demon-
strated in favor of education reform.95

International issues, most notably the War in Vietnam, fueled stu-
dent opposition as well, especially once the confl ict in Southeast Asia 
intensifi ed. Two-thirds of the young were willing to take their protest 
to the streets,96 namely in front of the U.S. consulate and the Amerika-
haus in Munich.97 Protestors repeatedly carried an effi gy of U.S. Pres-
ident Lyndon B. Johnson to highlight their opposition, participated 
in sit-ins in the middle of the street, or disrupted celebrations of Ger-
man-American friendship.98 At times, protests turned violent, as dem-
onstrators threw rocks at U.S. institutions, or used a small rocket to 
drop leafl ets over the McGraw barracks in Munich to encourage deser-
tion among U.S. soldiers.99 Aware of the American role as the guaran-
tor of West German freedom within the Cold War, political authorities 
became worried. The student’s anti-imperialist agenda became also 
visible during the brief visit of the Iranian shah in Munich in 1967. 
Protestors welcomed the shah with boos once he arrived at the central 
train station, and demonstrations and disruptions followed him to the 
National Theatre, the Old Art Gallery, and City Hall. The police tried to 
keep order in an attempt to prevent brawls between the student and an 
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accompanying group of shah supporters,100 fearing further radicaliza-
tion of the student and general disorder.

Soon embodying a complex mixture of antiestablishment character-
istics, the student also became the symbol of anti–emergency law pro-
tests. According to the Germany Treaty from 1952, the United States, 
France, and Great Britain held the right to interfere in internal re-
lations in case of an emergency. These rights would remain in place 
until the West German parliament passed adequate emergency laws.101 
Since the late 1950s, the conservatives (CDU/CSU) led by Chancellor 
Konrad Adenauer and later Ludwig Erhard had tried at various times 
to pass such laws. However, they needed the support of the social dem-
ocrats (SPD) to get the two-thirds majority necessary to change the 
constitution. In the early 1960s, the SPD opposed various proposals, 
claiming such plans would restrict democratic processes and civil lib-
erties. Soon discussions about the emergency laws faced a stalemate. 
In 1966, the CDU/CSU and the SPD then formed a Grand Coalition. 
As the fi rst coalition between conservatives and social democrats in 
the Federal Republic, the Grand Coalition had a supermajority of 450 
to 49 votes in parliament.102 Theoretically, this alliance was more than 
enough to get a two-thirds majority needed to change the constitution. 
As more serious conversations regarding emergency laws took shape, 
questions around a lack of oversight given the limits of parliamentary 
opposition and concerns around far-reaching emergency laws took 
shape, mostly outside traditional frameworks.

The leftist Socialist German Student Union (SDS) and the Campaign 
for Disarmament had increasingly coordinated such efforts, eventually 
formed the board Emergency of Democracy, and later aligned itself 
partially with the Außerparlamentarischen Opposition (Extraparlia-
mentary Opposition, APO).103 Initially, such organizations had been 
part of a student council, as each group was broadly aligned with a po-
litical party. There had been the Social Democratic University Group 
as well as a more conservative Munich Student Union.104 Soon, how-
ever, various individuals formed alternative organizations, especially 
in Schwabing. The undogmatic and artistic group Subversive Action, 
for instance, met in a cellar. Here, they read and discussed Theodor 
Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Karl Marx, and others; their objective was 
to “expose societal repression.”105 Regular participant Dieter Kunzel-
mann later became a founding member of the Kommune I in West Ber-
lin, a politically motivated commune set up to provide an alternative 
to traditional middle-class family structures. Elsewhere, people simply 
discussed political issues in restaurants and bars. Many visited differ-
ent groups each night, participated in debates, and networked. Accord-
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ing to one contemporary, during the 1960s “a left subculture sprouted 
on every corner in Schwabing,”106 outside traditional, hierarchical, and 
adult-approved organizations. Throughout West Germany, such groups 
often aligned themselves with the APO.107 Sustained mainly by the 
So cialist Student Union (SDS), this Extraparliamentary Opposition 
has commonly been described as synonymous with the student move-
ment.108 Rather diverse throughout the years, the APO played a key 
role in Munich and gained broad support beyond students, mainly 
after the formation of the Grand Coalition in 1966 and the push for 
emergency laws. According to scholar Rolf Seeliger, an alienation from 
traditional parties was a major reason for the rise of the APO.109 Soon 
local student groups like the SDS and the Humanist Union worked to-
gether, apparent in attempts to democratize the university. Events like 
“Democratic Action January 1968”110 and subsequent protests brought 
much attention, and some local politicians even joined calls for more 
democracy. Most political authorities, however, feared this extrapar-
liamentary format. Bringing to mind attempts to push the delinquent 
boy into structured political setups during the crisis years, local politi-
cians noted that protestors should join a traditional party. Such voices 
clearly favored structured political arrangements, perceived APO as an 
antiparliamentary force, and feared politically organized young people 
overall.

The Arrival of the Gammler

Adult authorities also worried about those youngsters simply dropping 
out of society altogether. A phenomenon soon embodied by Gammler 
bums, this image of youth disrupted class strata and traditional morals 
in the most visible form. Most came from middle-class backgrounds111 
yet chose to simply travel around Europe, bumming around Leopold-
straße boulevard in Schwabing, begging for money, sometimes playing 
protest songs, or painting on sidewalks112 [Figure 5.2]. According to 
one contemporary description, Gammler

have messy hair and beards, [and] wear ragged and audacious clothes. 
The Gammler takes it easy, while leaning against walls or sitting on stairs. 
The Gammler is not walking but rambling, slouching, looking lost, worn 
out, disinterested. At night the Gammler is sleeping outside, in parks, in 
grit boxes, run-down cars, and unfi nished buildings. … The Gammler is 
not interested in money or ownership, could be compared to the Greek 
philosopher Diogenes, just sitting in the sun, thinking and discussing 
with other Gammlers. They live for the moment.113
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Figure 5.2 A group of so-called Gammler at the Monopteros monument in the 

English Garden park in Munich, 1968. Courtesy of Hans Enzwieser/Süddeutsche 

Zeitung Photo.
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Similar behaviors had sparked the riots in 1962, thus making local 
authorities worried right away. In addition, offi cials feared American-
ization, especially once hearing about similar situations in the United 
States. In June 1966, one Munich police offi cial spent six weeks tour-
ing the United States, stopping in no less than seventeen cities. He 
concluded, “for the liberalization of our laws we have to pay a price. 
… We need to put even more emphasis on preemptive measures, [and] 
… attempts to infl uence the young have to be expanded. Additional 
means of control are necessary for Beatclubs, Gammler, and pseudo-
artists.”114 Moreover, in a society valuing hard work, order, and disci-
pline, the attitude and appearance of the Gammler marked “a crawl-
ing revolution,”115 and a threat to social order. References to National 
Socialism surfaced right away, as adults commented, “During Hitler’s 
times this would not have been possible”; another curious bystander 
called for forced labor,116 substantiating a survey conducted by the 
polling group Allensbach in 1968, in which more than 50 percent of 
those asked about Gammler wanted them sent to compulsory work 
camps.117 Comments about gassing these bums could be heard on the 
streets of Munich and elsewhere then and later on,118 and outline the 
presence of the Nazi past on street corners; such references also illus-
trate how youth yet again became a platform for talking about moral 
values, social norms, postwar order, and the past.

Again, the media and local authorities hyped the arrival of the pro-
testing student and the noncompliant Gammler in Munich. Although 
a minority movement,119 vagrant and vagabonding youth soon dom-
inated front pages. Der Spiegel as well as local newspapers widely 
discussed the Gammler.120 In addition, authorities sustained such 
constructs. One member of the local city council stated that “445 out 
of 608 Gammler are under twenty-one years of age. These numbers 
indicate that such behavior was a problem of the young and not so 
much a societal problem.”121 Some local authorities saw such deviancy 
rooted in a feeling of adventure; others detected an unwillingness to 
conform, criminal energy, and even increased drug use.122 In fact, by 
1965 an internal survey within the police revealed a growing criminal-
ization of and discrimination against young people overall. Thirty-one 
percent of police offi cers saw the student as their enemies.123 Histo-
rian Werner Linder described such profi ling as an “unscrupulous mar-
ginalization and criminalization of these individuals.”124 Speculations 
about alcohol, crime, sexual orgies, and venereal diseases, at times, 
accompanied these narratives. Some even wondered if Gammlertum 
or bumming around could lead to socialism, an interesting dynamic 
given that authorities in East Germany feared it could lead to capital-
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ism. Described by one historian as “a provocation par excellence,”125 
connections to students became increasingly fl uid. At the same time, 
fears regarding the student remained high, especially due to sensation-
alist reports. A caption in Die Deutsche Nationalzeitung, for instance, 
read “Stop [student leader] Dutschke now! Or there will be a civil war. 
Hunt Nazis—but fl atter communists?” Below the headline, fi ve images 
showed the student leader.126 Rooted in fears regarding instability and 
communism, it was the Springer press in particular that became a sup-
porter of conservative policies. Springer was the most powerful press 
conglomerate in West Germany, publishing newspapers like Die Welt 
and Die Bildzeitung. For the student, noted one historian, “the Springer 
press symbolized everything that was wrong with society: inadequate 
engagement with the Nazi past, the authoritarianism and lack of de-
mocracy, and the pervasive infl uence of anticommunism.”127

Again, a binary emerged, pitting two groups against each other along 
age or generation. On one side, there were adult authorities, more con-
servative in their values, and in favor of social order, traditional moral-
ity, and structured political processes. On the other side, there was the 
student and the Gammler: mainly young, middle-class males, and their 
female companions, disruptive to political order. As one contemporary 
summarized, when adults talked to the Gammler in Munich, then “two 
opposites meet: the bourgeoisie owners against those without owner-
ship, the clean against the unclean, the working against those dismiss-
ing work.”128 This atmosphere left little space for complexities or even 
conversation between both groups, and put Munich arguably on a path 
towards its most violent postwar protests yet.

1968 in Munich

The visit of the shah in Munich marked the beginning of further es-
calation, triggered by events in West Berlin. After a brief visit in the 
Bavarian capital, the shah and his wife faced demonstrators at West 
Berlin’s city hall on 2 June. In contrast to Munich, the local police did 
not separate supporters of the Iranian leader and protestors. Instead, 
it stood by as followers of Shah Pahlavi used sticks to beat demonstra-
tors and bystanders alike. Chaos ensued, and the situation escalated 
as undercover policeman Karl-Heinz Kurras shot twenty-six-year-old 
Benno Ohnesorg.129 News of Ohnesorg’s death spread quickly, reaching 
Munich in an instant. Three days later, about seven thousand demon-
strators marched silently through the city, some with signs reading 
“Benno Ohnesorg, Political Murder”; protestors lay down a wreath at a 
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memorial at the square in Remembrance of the Victims of Fascism,130 
illustrating their interpretation of events. In the following months, 
the death of Ohnesorg created a tense and volatile situation within 
the Bavarian capital. Closely linked with the situation in West Ber-
lin, many followed the trial against Kurras. He was acquitted several 
months later, raising fears amongst Munich’s authorities in regard to 
retaliation from the student. Demonstrations continued, while inciting 
remarks by local Munich authorities that students were “stupid and 
primitive”131 hardly served to soothe tensions.

Several months later, tensions in West Berlin again triggered pro-
tests in the Bavarian capital. In spring 1968, Josef Bachmann tried to 
kill student leader Rudi Dutschke. On 11 April, Bachmann approached 
Dutschke outside a pharmacy. Once the student leader confi rmed his 
identity, Bachmann shot him three times.132 Again, news spread quickly 
to Munich and elsewhere.133 Whereas Dutschke survived the attack, 
many blamed a larger media campaign against the student for the assas-
sination attempt. Publicist Axel Springer in particular became the tar-
get of protestors, together with conservative and reactionary voices.134 
As then student Hanfried Brenner recalled later, “Of course we became 
active right away, … and mobilized Schwabing.”135 The offi cial reaction 
by Chancellor Kiesinger and others did little to abate such anger.136 
Indeed, conservative Bavarian politician Franz-Josef Strauß stated, 
“with these scoundrels there is nothing to talk about; every word is 
wasted on them.”137 For him, Munich and the Federal Republic tum-
bled towards another unstable Weimar Republic.

The fears of authorities materialized soon thereafter, as protests took 
place throughout Munich. Already at the night of the assassination at-
tempt, roughly 200 to 300 “mostly younger people”138 marched from 
the university to the offi ce building of Springer Publishing, the Buch-
gewerbehaus building. As participating protestors remembered, the 
police were not prepared for such demonstrations.139 Soon some pro-
testors climbed on the roof, destroyed windows, and tagged walls. One 
slogan read “Murder, Springer”; another banner recalled the names of 
the victims, “Ohnesorg, Dutschke.”140 Groups of protestors yelled, “To-
day Dutschke, Tomorrow Us!” and “Springer, Murder!”141 Around 1:00 
A.M., some demonstrators entered the building and engaged workers 
in discussions in an attempt to convince them to join protests. As one 
protestor noted, “it was no problem getting into the building.”142

Once able to clear the situation and disperse the crowd, local law 
enforcement made sure it would not be caught by surprise again. 
As a result, authorities began closely monitoring the student around 
Schwabing throughout the next days. Offi cials hence noticed the dis-
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tribution of leafl ets calling for “the seizure of the Buchgewerbehaus 
building in Munich”;143 protestors also “planned to prevent the de-
livery of the daily tabloid Die Bildzeitung,” a Springer publication.144 
Increasingly losing the advantage of surprise, roughly three hundred 
protestors showed up at the Buchgewerbehaus building the next eve-
ning. Again, according to offi cial records, “Some demonstrators tried 
to get into the building. [This time] police offi cers positioned within 
the area prevented such [efforts].”145 Around 8 P.M. that evening, the 
police called on protestors to clear the access road. Eventually, law 
enforcement moved forward, using water cannons. A group of six pro-
testors, seemingly directing the riots from their white Chevrolet car 
nearby, were soon soaked by those water cannons.146 Demonstrators 
responded by throwing rocks. A chaotic scene developed: many protes-
tors resisted, while others merely continued to discuss current political 
issues with police offi cers. The police followed their newly developed 
police tactic and tried to avoid direct involvement. By midnight the 
majority of the demonstrators had dispersed and authorities began 
clearing the road to allow the free fl ow of traffi c and with that the de-
livery of Springer newspapers.

After days of protests throughout the Easter weekend, the situa-
tion at last escalated on 15 April. Following a longstanding tradition, 
a diverse group of protestors joined the Easter march taking place 
that day. Inspired by the events in West Berlin, the march brought 
more people together than ever before. Throughout West Germany, 
roughly 300,000 people protested. Some carried signs; others simply 
came along in an attempt to demonstrate against the emergency laws, 
war, or the Springer press. In 1968, many also showed their sympathy 
for Rudi Dutschke.147 After an initial gathering and various speeches, 
roughly 1,500 protestors marched to the Buchgewerbehaus building.148 
Again, some began blocking the entrance with various objects, hoping 
to prevent the delivery of newspapers; some also sat in the middle of 
the street. This time the police moved forward with less restraint, es-
pecially when protestors threw rocks. At least sixteen people were in-
jured;149 two individuals—young journalist Klaus Frings and student 
Rüdiger Schreck—were hit by an object and died in the hospital.150 The 
protests in Munich had reached a sad climax.

In the months following the death of Frings and Schreck, the situa-
tion calmed down as local authorities and protestors began evaluating 
the overall events.151 An offi cial report surfacing in early September 
blamed various student organizations and the student more directly; 
it also gave a profi le of offenders based on gender, family status, age, 
and profession. According to this, 219 protestors had been originally 
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indicted, only twenty-one of them female. More than 75 percent of 
all were between eighteen and twenty-nine years of age; a majority 
were unmarried male youngsters. Only 33 percent of arrested protes-
tors were enrolled at the university, and thus actual students.152 That 
aspect, however, seemingly bothered no one given the power of the stu-
dent as the contemporary construct of youth during the protest years. 
Protestors took a step back as well, rethinking what had happened. 
On 17 April, AStA organized an event, in which a group of demonstra-
tors marched to the Königsplatz square in downtown Munich, rallying 
around the slogan, “Against political murder, terror, violence, and an-
archy.” Many carried signs reading “Terror neither from the right nor 
from the left!,” “One death is enough,” and “Rocks are no political ar-
guments.”153 Subsequent discussions among participants and bystand-
ers about the question who was at fault for the two deaths continued 
long into the night. Although between thirty and eighty individuals 
walked over to the Buchgewerbehaus building, that day the police did 
not have to intervene. A similar demonstration took place six days 
later. Following the motto “Is there a new beginning?”154 roughly six 
thousand participated. Again, politicians from all major parties as well 
as student leaders from several organizations spoke at the Königsplatz 
square.155 The situation seemingly calmed down, and conversations be-
tween various sides became a possibility.

The eventual return of harsh rhetoric indicated the continuing 
power of the student as a discourse. Voices in the media and responses 
of protestors, at times, continued to paint a grim picture. In fact, a 
reporter for Der Bayerische Rundfunk radio compared student leaders 
to monks during the inquisition;156 the ultraconservative newspaper 
Christ und die Welt even saw the student on the way towards becoming 
asocial, and warned of “a dangerous path from opposition to isolation 
to antisociality.”157 Student organizations like the SDS, on the other 
hand, did not fully dismiss violence as a legitimate means of politics. 
For them, the events in West Berlin had only sustained fears of a to-
talitarian state. As one participant noted, “We do not act according 
to Gandhi, but according to Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Mao.”158 None-
theless, protests against the emergency laws in May 1968 remained 
mostly nonviolent [Figure 5.3]. On 20 May, for example, roughly 2,500 
marched to the main offi ce of local labor unions, hoping to convince 
workers to join their movement.159 Yet the Easter riots had deterred 
many, limiting the appeal of the protests. Several days later, protes-
tors tried to politicize the public by disrupting a theater performance 
with “emergency-go-ins.”160 They had little success. Other demonstra-
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tions and actions followed, and, according to Police Chief Manfred 
Schreiber, “demonstrations continued without major disruptions.”161

Whereas the overall appeal of the protest movement appeared to 
decline in the coming weeks, minor skirmishes continued. In May 
1968, the emergency laws passed in the German Bundestag; a year 
later, higher education reform also moved through the legislature. At 
that point, it became more diffi cult for protestors to rally behind vari-
ous issues. Yet even beforehand many individuals had withdrawn their 
support, especially once they saw the violence in April and the unwill-
ingness of some leaders to condemn it altogether. Soon former pro-
test leaders left certain organizations, or radicalized even more. AStA 
leader Rolf Pohle joined the newly forming left-wing terrorist group, 
the Red Army Faction (RAF).162 Actions continued beyond 1969, how-
ever.163 In February protestors occupied Munich’s Academy for the Arts 
to protest against conservative elites, the old establishment, and the 
proposed university reform.164 Some occupiers wrote slogans on walls 
reading, “SS-University” or “Nazi-Kiesinger”165 to illustrate their pro-
tests; others set up a motorbike race within the building as a way to 
provoke the state legislature.166 Of course, that race in particular, com-

Figure 5.3 Students protest against the Emergency Laws at Stachus square in 

Munich, 1968. Courtesy of Marlies Schnetzer/Süddeutsche Zeitung Photo.
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bined with some other behaviors, made it much easier for authorities 
to frame this occupation as vandalism. Minister for Culture and Ed-
ucation Ludwig Huber had consequently little diffi culty convincing a 
majority in parliament to end the rule of the mob.

It took a couple more years until the student left the limelight alto-
gether. This had to do particularly with the fact that some local author-
ities tried to hold on to this image of youth as long as possible. In a 
memorandum regarding “the interference of teaching and research … 
by disturbances of students,”167 one professor tried to resurrect fears. 
Whereas he acknowledged that the situation in 1969 did not compare 
to that of 1968, the memorandum outlined a lack of publicity regard-
ing ongoing disturbances. Away from the public sphere, students now 
used what he described as “guerrilla war” tactics: “The university is 
helpless … within this grueling war of nerves.”168 Yet the lack of major 
issues of contestation and the end of the Grand Coalition left less room 
for such voices to be heard. In June 1970, Die Süddeutsche Zeitung 
could thus report on the “disarmament of the Easter marchers”169 al-
ready even if authorities continued to reference and employ the student 
until 1973. 
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