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ULRIKE MARIE MEINHOF

ELFRIEDE JELINEK

Ulrike Meinhof is a historical riddle, an enigmatic woman, who like most people, can only be understood within the context of her time. She seized a historical moment and the possibilities it offered, a moment of the starkest contradictions in postwar Germany, a moment that spans Germany’s coming to terms with its partially suppressed Nazi past, the student movement of 1968, and the re-unification, which Ulrike Meinhof did not witness, and could probably not have imagined. I believe this historical moment of the RAF (Red Army Faction) and all the effects it had is still not fully understood even though it was so consciously experienced by so many, yet differently by every single one. With the exception of the left-wing group of readers of konkret, most Germans refused Ulrike Meinhof’s texts from the very start; and so this historic moment passed and the attitude of not wanting to know added to a greater sense of isolation and lack of historicity in German postwar society. It also led to Meinhof herself becoming increasingly embittered. It is tragic to read her engaged texts about outsiders (she was especially concerned about institutionalized children), and find the tone of her work getting more and more apodictic, demanding, and self-righteous, a tone that in the end tramples everything down, every possible objection, perhaps from desperation because her texts have so little influence, perhaps for private reasons; and then to have a brutally commanding tone set in that is already very like the pitiless barked commands we find in her later texts from the underground, commands that today seem to carry the echo of the dark era she detested. This is truly a tragedy. And the way Meinhof was destroyed within and by the group she had joined and that became her life, in a situation that seemed to  offer no exit route but suicide by hanging—this remains incomprehensible to me, as does any suicide. Terrifying and tragic, but also a missed opportunity for society to learn from this woman when she still had something to say that we could understand if only we wanted to.






IN SEARCH OF ULRIKE MEINHOF

KARIN BAUER

While I was rushing one evening in May 2007 to an art exhibit entitled “On Love,” the underground station was closed and passengers were rerouted to take various buses. Unsure how to continue my journey, I asked a fellow passenger for advice. She was a friendly, unassuming, middle-aged woman wearing short hair and a conservative dress. She gave me directions, and we struck up a conversation. When I told her I was in Berlin to to prepare an edition of columns by Ulrike Meinhof in English translation, her face lit up: “That’s great!” she exclaimed, “absolutely wonderful. Ulrike was very important to us. When she died, I cried.” The woman fell into a pensive mood, and before I reached my destination and took my leave, she reminisced about her feeling of deep sadness over the death of a woman who had led a struggle with whose impetus she had sympathized, even as she had rejected its violent means.

At the Galerie Nord about fifty people had gathered to view the art work and listen to Ulrike Meinhof’s daughter, Bettina Röhl, read from her book about her mother, father, and their magazine  konkret. Röhl sat in front of a painting of her mother by German artist Gregor Cüerten. Some people in the audience said that they found it counterintuitive to speak of a terrorist like Meinhof within the framework of an exhibition on love. One of the organizers explained that the idea of including Cüerten’s painting and of inviting Röhl originated with the idea of including in the show a representation of the notion of love of one’s country. The organizers thus situated Meinhof’s life and work within the context of patriotism—a hotly contested notion in German post-National Socialist society.

Some in the audience spoke of the new nationalism since German reunification in 1989 that had led some of the old radical Left to switch sides and align themselves with the nationalist Right. One person speculated that Meinhof, had she lived, would perhaps have done the same. While many in the audience interpreted the theme of love in personal and private terms, one person—very obviously nostalgic for the old radical Left—picked up on the theme of love for one’s country. “Your mother was a courageous woman,” he told Röhl. Meinhof, he explained, “took seriously the moral obligation to fight against injustice.” He interpreted her fight as an expression of her love for humanity. Others countered that Meinhof was, after all, responsible for murdering people. What does that have to do with love or courage?

[image: 002]

Photograph of Bettina Röhl with a painting of her mother, “Ulrike Marie M.,” by Gregor Cüerten, 1999. PHOTO BY KARIN BAUER, 2007

The discussion continued for quite some time as Röhl attempted to walk the fine line between two seemingly conflicting roles: that of journalist, there to present the findings of her research, and that of a daughter whose mother had abandoned her to pursue militant left-wing politics.

The passionate responses to the Meinhof exhibit testified to the deep roots that her image has in the German imagination and, indeed, they testified to the trauma that is connected with her name. They also provoked other questions: What hides behind  these reactions to Meinhof? What is covered up, diverted, repressed, and projected on to her image? More than thirty years have passed since Meinhof’s death, but her legacy lives on. For complex reasons that may be rooted as much in emotional as in rational ground, Meinhof’s ghost still haunts contemporary German society.

The response to Meinhof’s death in her prison cell in Stuttgart-Stammheim on May 8, 1976 was epic. Protests and riots took place in Germany and in major European cities. Bombs exploded in Paris, Rome, Toulouse, and Nimes. A police officer was seriously burned in an explosion in Frankfurt. In Berlin more than four thousand mourners gathered to attend a funeral march.

The eclectic crowd of mourners included members of the liberal establishment, prominent intellectuals, writers, journalists, publishers, artists, activists, and dignitaries of the Protestant church, as well as members of fringe groups and masked activists attempting to keep their identity hidden from photographers, police, and agents of the Federal Bureau for the Protection of the Constitution. There were spontaneous expressions of grief, frustration, and rage, and immediately questions were raised disputing the government’s claim that Meinhof had committed suicide in her cell. What is significant is not only the idea that a prisoner would have been murdered by the government in a prison cell, but the fact that so many citizens were willing to entertain the idea that this could be true. Most people accepted the conclusion of the two autopsies—that Meinhof had killed herself—but nevertheless argued that while the state had not de facto murdered Meinhof, it had done so through negligence and by subjecting Meinhof to inhumane conditions during her imprisonment.  Some argued further that the state had in fact waged psychological warfare against Meinhof.

In his funeral address, the poet Erich Fried called Meinhof the most distinguished German woman since Rosa Luxemburg. Her lawyer Otto Schily, later Germany’s Minister of the Interior from 1998 to 2005, expressed the hope that Meinhof’s suffering would eventually turn into a sign of hope for humanity. Her publisher Klaus Wagenbach maintained that it was the “German conditions” that killed Meinhof, “the extremism of those who called the debates about changing these conditions extremist.”1 Wagenbach situated Meinhof in the larger political and historical context by pointing out the significance of her date of death: the thirty-first anniversary of the end of Word War II.

At the time of the funeral, the construction of Meinhof as an icon had already taken many forms: she was portrayed as revolutionary martyr, a product of German circumstances, a woman who wanted to change the system and became its victim. Further fueled by outrage over Meinhof’s death, the Meinhof legend now proceeded unmitigated by the realities of an actual living person. There were, of course, many—even the majority of Germans—who reacted to the news of Meinhof’s death without regret. But they, too, were participating in the construction, or at least the reception, of Meinhof as an icon—a ruthless terrorist who threatened the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). One citizen took out an ad that looked like an obituary in a German newspaper, in which he thanked Meinhof in the name of German tax payers for her decision to commit suicide.

Meinhof’s status as founding member of the Red Army Faction (RAF) is and was different from that of the other RAF  members. While the German public had likely never heard of Andreas Baader and Gudrun Enslin before their faces showed up on wanted posters, Meinhof, an established journalist, who wrote for magazines, radio, and television, was one of the most important and well-known figures of the German Left. She had sought to expose, advocate, and fight for political freedom and social justice. Her writings spoke to many, not just to social and political activists from the Left, but also to the liberal establishment that supported progressive reforms. As a woman in a profession dominated by men, she was one of the first to thematize the exploitation of women in the workplace and point out numerous instances of the subordination of women and mothers in society. She was an important supporter of the emerging feminist movement and an advocate of disadvantaged social groups.

The RAF, also known as the Baader-Meinhof Gang, presented the strongest challenge the Federal Republic had encountered in its relatively short existence. The fight of six against six million, as the Nobel Prize laureate Heinrich Böll called it, was a fight the RAF could not win. However, it was the FRG that had much to lose. At stake was the establishment of a liberal democracy after the fall of the Third Reich, and the education and integration of a new generation into the political process. It was the so-called  Nachgeborenen, those born after or during the war who were not responsible for the Third Reich, who began in the 1960s to ask questions, stage protests, and demand reforms if not a revolutionary change of society. Meinhof’s decision to abandon protest and social activism for armed struggle, in the context of the protest movements of the 1960s, caused a string of reactions, reverberating in every major political debate at the time.

The state’s reaction to the RAF set off a number of anti-democratic developments in the FRG: the curtailing of civil rights and extensive anti-terror legislation and other laws were passed ostensibly in defense of the constitution. In fact, it was all part of the RAF’s strategy to force the hand of the state to expose openly its latent fascist tendencies.

Meinhof became the central figure around which questions of violence and the support of the underground struggle were polarized. Her friends and former colleagues were left wondering and debating, and some were faced with difficult choices. One of the prevalent questions discussed at the time among the Left was: Would you provide shelter to members of the RAF if they knocked on your door at night? The question was treated both as a matter of conscience and a matter of politics.

 

Meinhof’s columns, published in konkret between 1959 and 1969, are extraordinary documents of her time. They give testimony not only to Meinhof’s own radicalization, but also to the radicalization of the protest movement. The columns exemplify the increasing disenchantment with the possibilities for democratic change and the increasing discontent with a movement divided into ineffectual splinter groups. They also provide insight into the beginnings of the Meinhof myth and into Meinhof’s self-promotion and participation in the construction of this myth.

Hers was an engaged journalism. Developing a seemingly infallible logic, her columns raised questions, opened perspectives, cited statistics, developed and advocated positions. Her goal was to inform and enlighten her readership, and to look beyond the surface of everyday life to find the underlying motives and  causes for what she saw as the repressive mechanisms of the militarized, capitalist German state. Meinhof’s development from pacifist to terrorist may indeed be seen, not as a radical break from her journalistic work, but as an extension of it.2

Indeed, Meinhof’s columns express a passionate urgency for change. Firmly rooted in their historic time and place, they also debate issues beyond the narrower concerns of postwar Germany. Meinhof firmly opposed weapons, proposed measures to defuse the Cold War, spoke against the escalation of the Vietnam War, and took on issues of freedom of expression, social justice, and gender equality. She commented on major international events, from the Kennedy assassination to the passage of the German emergency laws, and she was an outspoken advocate of the rights of women and minorities. Her columns and features aimed to draw attention to the plight of the disenfranchised and the outsiders of society. Looking toward the Black Panthers, Weather Underground, and Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) in the United States, the Brigada Rossa in Italy, and the Tupamaros in South America, Meinhof began to advocate the move from protest to resistance, and ultimately, to politically motivated violence.

To appreciate Ulrike Meinhof’s concerns and to interpret her writings and actions, it is important to understand her background as a child born into National Socialist Germany, her Protestant upbringing, her coming of age after the war, her membership in the Communist Party, her developing notion of journalistic engagement, and her experiences as a woman. However, despite all efforts to gain insight into her psyche, Meinhof remains in many ways an elusive figure. The more one reads about her, the harder it is to come to terms with some of her  choices. Though our grip on her life and person are slipping away, her writings are here to be read and discussed.3
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Photograph of Ulrike Meinhof as a young journalist. COURTESY OF BETTINA RÖHL

The afterword of this volume by Bettina Röhl, who has done extensive research on her mother and konkret for her book So macht Kommunismus Spaß—which could be translated as This is How Communism is Fun—aims to tear down Meinhof as an icon of the Left. It reflects the harsh judgment of Meinhof by segments of German society. While Röhl’s assessment of Meinhof and the Left is not unique, it appears to be uniquely colored by certain traumatizing experiences during her childhood. Röhl’s book—published in Germany in 2006—offers a wealth of previously unpublished material on Meinhof, and while as a scholar I disagree with Röhl’s portrayal of Meinhof and the Left, I am grateful to her, her sister, and the publishing house Wagenbach for granting us permission to undertake this important and long overdue project of presenting Meinhof’s columns to an English-speaking readership. The columns in particular show that Meinhof was not an apparatnik of the East—as implied by Röhl—but a gifted writer with a dream, a tragic figure who now stands for the thwarted ideals and the frustration of a generation.




THE DEDICATED LIFE OF A CHRISTIAN PACIFIST 

Ulrike Meinhof was born on October 7, 1934 in the northern German town of Oldenburg. Her mother, Ingeborg Guthardt, was the daughter of a Social Democrat and teacher from Hesse. She met Meinhof’s father, Werner Meinhof, when she was fourteen. He came from a family of Protestant pastors, academics, and civil servants. Rejecting academia, Werner left home at a young age and became a locksmith before continuing his studies, first to become a teacher and later to work toward a PhD in art history. Ingeborg and Werner married in 1928 after Ingeborg had obtained her university entrance diploma. Their first daughter, Wienke, was born in Oldenburg in 1931, and Ulrike was born three years later. Werner Meinhof received his PhD in 1936 and became curator of the Municipal Museum at Jena and a lecturer at the University of Weimar. He became associated with the Protestant “Hessian Dissent,” a group that opposed state control of church affairs, and was in contact with prominent theologians of the “Confessing Church,” which had formed in opposition to National Socialism. In 1940, at the age of thirty-eight, Werner Meinhof died suddenly of pancreatic cancer.4

Widowed at the age of thirty-one, with no professional training and two young children to support, Ingeborg received a stipend to study philology at the University of Jena. Extended family helped to care for the children while she studied, and she soon took in a boarder, Renate Riemeck, to share expenses. Ingeborg Meinhof had met Riemeck at the university. They became friends and Riemeck soon became close to Ingeborg’s daughters. She was charmed by the six-year-old Ulrike, and as Riemeck tells it, it was Ulrike who asked her to move in with Ingeborg and her daughters.  Riemeck studied pedagogy and history. Both she and Ingeborg received their PhDs in 1943—Riemeck with a dissertation on medieval heretic, Ingeborg with one on ornaments in medieval art.

When German cities were under bombardment by the allied forces between 1943 and 1945, life was dominated by the calamities of war. It is difficult to assess the psychic damage inflicted upon children by war. One of Ulrike’s godmothers, the Jewish literary scholar Grete Ulrich, was forced by the Nazis to wear a yellow star. Shortly before she was deported to Theresienstadt, Ulrich came for a last visit to the Meinhof family. Riemeck tells of the lasting impression that the aunt’s disappearance made on Ulrike. Her generation experienced destruction and hunger as children and teenagers, living in fear for their lives and the lives of their families. As they got older, and after the Germans lost the war, the trauma was not generally discussed or acknowledged. This appears to be true for Ulrike as well.

After the war, Ingeborg Meinhof, Riemeck, and the girls left Jena, which was then under Soviet occupation, and moved to the west, first to Bavaria and then back to Oldenburg. Like most cities and towns in the west sector of occupied Germany, Oldenburg struggled to come to terms with a steady flow of refugees from the east. Both women accepted teaching positions, and because there was no other school that had room for her, Ulrike attended a Catholic school that had been previously closed by the Nazis. In a school essay, she wrote in positive terms about her encounter with Catholicism, which she felt had enriched her life.5

In 1949, Ingeborg died suddenly of an infection, and Riemeck took custody of the Meinhof daughters. Wienke was seventeen  and soon left home. She became a nurse and then studied to become a teacher. (Later she directed a school for children with special needs. Herself a communist, she always tried to stand by Meinhof. Today she is active in a project that seeks to secure housing for lesbians.)

Ulrike was only fourteen when her mother died. Riemeck became her friend and mentor, introducing her to politics, literature, and philosophy, and instilled in her a sense of moral obligation. Riemeck was teaching history and political education in Braunschweig, Weilburg, and at the University of Wuppertal, and became the youngest female professor in Germany. A fiercely intelligent and independent woman, Riemeck defied expectations by wearing pants and living with her female partner, Holde Bischoff. Bischoff was Riemeck’s partner for fifty years and became a close maternal figure to Ulrike, and later to her twin daughters. Riemeck preferred to see herself in the paternal role, and once signed a letter to Ulrike as your “substitute father.”6

Riemeck was for a few years a member of the left-leaning Social Democratic Party, and fought against the rearmament of Germany after the war and against nuclear weapons. She was in contact with leading intellectuals and theologians of the time, such as Martin Niemöller and the two future presidents of Germany, Gustav Heinemann and Johannes Rau.7 She published in the influential Protestant paper Stimme der Gemeinde (Voice of the Community) where she sought to oppose the conservative-restorative politics of the Christian Democratic Union, which had won a majority in German parliament. Arguing for a peaceful coexistence of communist and non-communist countries, Riemeck opposed a politics of confrontation and warned of the possible  dire consequences of the arms race. In 1957, Riemeck organized an influential action committee against nuclear weapons and wrote an appeal to the unions to join the struggle against nuclear armament. In 1960, she became a founding member and unsuccessful candidate for parliament of the German Union for Peace. Because of her political engagement, the university sought to restrict Riemeck’s participation in student oral examinations and thesis defenses, and as a consequence, she resigned her university post. Ulrike Meinhof, by then a journalist at konkret, supported Riemeck throughout her ordeal.

Meinhof was a serious and ambitious student, mature beyond her age. Like Riemeck, she was a committed Christian pacifist and a pipe smoker. She edited a student paper and sat on various student committees. Her primary interests were literature and art history. She read with enthusiasm the poetry of Friedrich Hölderlin and developed an interest in nineteenth-century Russian literature and in Hermann Hesse. In 1955, Meinhof began her studies in psychology and pedagogy at the University of Marburg. With Riemeck as a role model, Meinhof came to her studies with political awareness, a commitment to social issues, and belief in the value and necessity of political engagement. At the time, the German university system was conservative and the majority of students had no inclination toward political engagement. Especially among female students, Meinhof’s political mindedness was an exception. Fellow students of Meinhof described her as serious, idealistic, Lutheran, German, and provincial—“a typical Protestant flute-playing girl.”8 She was unassuming, dressed plainly, and had a direct and open manner. She did not use academic jargon and her demeanor was devoid of intellectual  posturing; her concerns came, according to fellow students, from the heart.9 Meinhof became engaged to Lothar Wallek, but the engagement didn’t last long. The fact that her fiancé was a nuclear physicist—she was adamantly opposed to the build-up of a nuclear arsenal—seems to have played a role in the break-up.

In 1957, Meinhof transferred to the University of Münster, where she became more deeply involved in political activities, especially in the Committee against Nuclear Deaths, an organization co-founded by Riemeck. As a peace activist and opponent of nuclear weapons, she organized rallies and wrote leaflets. The opposition to nuclear armament was mounting with the Declaration of Göttingen signed by prominent nuclear physicists and Nobel Prize winners. The scientists, including Otto Hahn, Werner Heisenberg, and Carl Friedrich von Weizäcker, maintained that they could not be silent about the political questions arising from the destructive capacity of nuclear weapons: “We believe that to protect itself and world peace, it is best if a small country such as the Federal Republic empathically and voluntarily abstains from the possession of nuclear weapons.”10 In an Easter radio address, the influential humanitarian Albert Schweitzer supported the declaration and called for a freeze of nuclear testing.

In Münster, Meinhof joined the Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund  —the German version of SDS—and the Protestant Student Community, and became a founding member of the independent student group that called itself Workgroup for a Germany Free of Nuclear Weapons. In March of 1958, Germany ratified NATO resolutions to station immediate-range missiles and nuclear weapons on German soil. The majority of Germans were not in favor of this, and in the following days, weeks, and  months, the anti-nuclear movement gained in numbers and momentum, enjoying broad support from unions and professional, cultural, and political associations. People began talking about tactics to pressure the government to rethink the decision or to at least stop it from participating in the arms race. Meinhof mobilized students, organized demonstrations, and wrote petitions and leaflets to further her cause: “Anyone who is more afraid of a Russian dictatorship than a nuclear war is welcome to commit suicide, but I and millions of others should be allowed to live. The sin of suicide cannot be improved upon by using the term ‘destiny’ for what would in fact be mass murder.”11 Meinhof gave her first public speech at an anti-nuclear rally in Münster in front of 1,200 people. Together with fellow student and friend Jürgen Seifert, Meinhof published a series of leaflets called argument.

Meinhof was becoming known within the anti-nuclear movement and in wider leftist circles. Those in her circle thought she would have a great political career ahead of her. In May 1958, Meinhof met the editor of the leftist magazine konkret, Klaus Rainer Röhl, at a press conference. It was, according to Röhl, “aversion at first sight.”12 Röhl found Meinhof intelligent, too serious, and uninteresting as a woman—the “incarnation of intellectual honesty.”13 There was no erotic attraction for him. Meinhof, too, disliked Röhl. She thought he was an arrogant show-off who was not serious enough in his political work. Despite, or perhaps because of these strong feelings, they were drawn to one another, and in a short time, became lovers. Their personal and professional relationship was to last ten years.




IN TIMES OF PROTEST 

Röhl’s magazine was an important voice of the Left and the emerging student movement. It published articles on politics, social issues, and culture, and it contained works of fiction and poetry by some of the most innovative German writers. konkret’s name refers to its goal to present to the reader ‘concrete’ information and practical insight. Using lower case for nouns and names was a sign of protest against the conventions of spelling and the hierarchies thought to be associated with it. At the height of its popularity in 1968 and 1969, konkret appeared weekly or biweekly and exceeded a circulation of 230,000.1415 This number is all the more impressive considering the relative small size of Germany and the fact that Germany was only just beginning to overcome the strict conservatism of the postwar era.16 Also keep in mind that each issue of konkret was circulated among friends and roommates and was widely available in cafes, clubs, and at universities. It was the forum for alternative ideas.

The magazine thrived from its reputation as an audacious and fiercely independent publication. It initiated debates and helped to build an intellectual community, and it attempted to bridge the gap between students, intellectuals, and a broader interested public. It aimed to ward off elitism, and addressed those readers who “don’t read Marcuse and Marx and still belong to the extraparliamentary opposition or will encounter it. If these readers later read Marcuse and Che Guevara [. . .] they will have got to know them through konkret.”17 Participating in the establishment of a radical political culture, the magazine thrived from the happy union of intellectual, aesthetic, and popular appeal, and stood in the tradition of the political expressionism and the post-expressionist  art movement New Objectivity of the Weimar years of the 1920s.

Few knew that konkret was until 1964 subsidized by the German Democratic Republic. To protest the ban of the Communist Party in the FRG, Röhl had become a member of it in 1956. He developed extensive contacts with the regime, so when he was approached by the East Germans to cooperate with them in a publishing venture, Röhl readily agreed. The magazine continued independently and in the same format while it received substantial funding from the Communist Party and the East German Socialist Unity Party. For the magazine, the subsidy was a dream come true, and for Röhl, konkret became a decently lucrative way to earn a living.17  konkret and the GDR shared various views and interests, such as the opposition to West German rearmament, the promotion of a politics of reconciliation, and furthering the process of legitimation that would allow the GDR to appear as a true and worthy alternative to capitalism. The East German government supported certain groups and ventures of the West German Left, and in the 1970s it took in and provided false identities to some members of the RAF wanted in the Federal Republic. While there were some connections between the GDR and the West German Left, it is important to note that the groups financially supported by the GDR included only a small segment of the Left, most of whom were closely affiliated with the Communist Party. It is misleading to suggest that the German Left as a whole—or even large segments of it—was funded or manipulated by the East.

When Meinhof came to konkret from the anti-nuclear movement, she still perceived herself as a Christian pacifist. She began  writing a regular column in 1959, and from 1961 to 1964, she served as konkret’s editor-in-chief. In this capacity she took charge of much of the operation soon after her arrival at the editorial office in Hamburg. She initiated changes, reorganized departments, set up an archive, and brought order into the editorial process. According to former editorial staff, she brought to her work an earnestness that often stood in conflict with the more playful, creative, provocative, and humorous style that had made  konkret popular.18 Meinhof’s positions were more no-nonsense, and she tended toward the analytical and unambiguous. It was perhaps this mixture of Röhl’s flamboyancy and ironic provocation with Meinhof’s political and moral commitment that made  konkret successful beyond all expectations.

Under the direction of Röhl and Meinhof, konkret developed into a diverse and multi-faceted magazine for culture and politics, and was able over the years to secure contributions from some of the most talented writers and thinkers of the time, such as Martin Walser, Erich Fried, Gerd Fuchs, Peter Weiss, Hermann Peter Piwitt, Gerhard Zwerenz, Peter Hamm, Rolf Hochhuth, Hubert Fichte, Hanns Henny Jahnn, Hans Magnus Enzensberger, Arno Schmidt, Erika Runge, Gisela Elsner, Günther Wallraff, and Jochen Ziem. There was a section of literary criticism that commented on and published translations of foreign literature. It also introduced readers to East German literature and published texts by writers such as Christa Wolf, Sarah Kirsch, and Volker Braun.  konkret engaged in a critical dialogue with the influential literary Group 47, which counted among its members the most prominent postwar writers, such as Ingeborg Bachmann, Heinrich Böll, Peter Handke, and Günter Grass. But from the perspective of  konkret, the writers of Group 47 were bourgeois with liberal tendencies, whose engagement did not go far enough.

Despite its coverage of literature and the arts, konkret was decidedly political. Recurring themes were Cuba, anti-colonialism, German fascism, the anti-nuclear struggle, human rights, and social justice. Meinhof’s columns reflected these concerns. She successfully solicited contributions to konkret from a diverse group of writers, theologians, cabinet ministers, politicians, and activists. In the early 1960s, the magazine supported the pacifist Easter March movement against nuclear weapons and the rebuilding of a German army, and greatly contributed to the movement’s success (within two years participation in the march grew from about two thousand in 1960 to over fifty thousand in 1962). The marches were a sign of hope. Suddenly there was talk of a “New Left,” and a growing sentiment that it was possible for the people to influence political developments.

Meinhof was an incisive critic of anti-democratic developments in the FRG, though her early columns are still marked by a conciliatory and optimistic tone. In these early years, she held out the hope that reason may prevail in Cold War politics. In “Peace is Making History,” Meinhof expressed optimism in view of Nikita Khruschchev’s visit to the US in 1959. “The turning point is here,” Meinhof maintained. “Peace has become the determining factor of political action.” Meinhof still believed that the Social Democratic Party would play a role in the reconciliation between western democracy and eastern socialism. In “Shadows of the Summit Pointing West,” Meinhof advocated a peaceful co-existence between the eastern and western blocs and—naively to be sure—saw the Soviet Union engaged in “an aggressive politics of  peace.” Clearly, Meinhof’s aim was to mediate between the blocs and garner sympathy for Soviet perspectives.

A recurrent theme in Meinhof’s columns was her opposition to Germany’s remilitarization. As early as 1962, she warned of the passage of the German emergency laws, an amendment to the constitution that would add an emergency clause giving the federal government the right to suspend the rule of law during emergencies such as disasters, war, and uprisings. First introduced in 1958, the law was finally passed in May 1968 against widespread public opposition from the student movement, the Free Democratic Party, unions, and various groups, such as Democracy in Crisis. Such a law nullified Germany’s attempt to overcome its recent fascist history, Meinhof argued.

In “Human Dignity is Violable,” Meinhof drew a connection between the rearmament of Germany and the conservative proposals to amend the constitution. “Nuclear rearmament and democracy are irreconcilable. The statement can be cast in the negative: nuclear armament and the end of democracy are complementary; weapons of mass destruction and terror go together.”

In “Germany without Kennedy,” in the wake of the assassination of John F. Kennedy, Meinhof expressed her ambivalence about the hopes that had been pinned on him. What concerned Meinhof was Germany’s dependence on the US, and she urged Germany to make use of its sovereignty and do “everything that can justifiably be done on our part to stabilize Central Europe.” Again and again, Meinhof pleaded for a responsible Ostpolitik and advocated negotiations and mutual tolerance of East and West. In “Vietnam and Germany,” Meinhof objected to the claim that the US defended the freedom of the West against the threat  from the East in Vietnam. The popular argument that “Vietnam today could be Germany tomorrow” aimed to create an atmosphere of fear that was then exploited to justify war and the stockpiling of conventional and nuclear weapons, she countered.

In her 1965 reflections on the bombing of Dresden, Meinhof not only thematized German suffering by recalling the 200,000 people who died in the bombing raid on the city of Dresden in February 1945 when Germany had already lost the war, but made Dresden into a case study for barbarous inhumanity. “If we needed proof that there is no such thing as a just war, then Dresden is the proof.”

In “On the Topic of July 20,” Meinhof exposed as problematic and hypocritical the Federal Republic’s consensus that the assassination attempt on Hitler by a few high-ranking German officers on July 20, 1944 was heroic. While there was reason to celebrate this brave act for its attempt to defeat National Socialism—the officers carried out “what had been the objective of the Left”—there was also cause for concern. By turning the resistance to Hitler into an heroic act of conscience and conscientious objection, the political dimension of the act was forgotten, along with the fact that it should not have required “a sensitive conscience or tender feelings of inferiority to become a political assassin when faced with the murders of millions of Jews, a criminal war and the horrors of the NS regime.” Forgotten or repressed was also the idea that the crimes of National Socialism lived on, Meinhof argued, as long as judges, politicians, and civil servants who served under the Nazis continued to serve the Federal Republic and were not punished for their crimes.

Meinhof gave early warnings about the anti-democratic consequences  of the grand coalition between the major political parties, which finally did come to pass in 1966 and left the Federal Republic effectively without parliamentary opposition.

Her critique of conservative political agendas also included a critique of German mainstream media, which in her view contributed to the depolitization of the German population. In a late column “File Number XY: Dissolved,” Meinhof exposed the manipulative strategies employed by the host of a popular TV crime show that reenacted real crimes and asked the audience to help police solve them. Meinhof criticized the show for ignoring unsolved Nazi crimes while preying on Germans’ sense of guilt and fear by claiming that if Germans did not participate in the manhunts, someone might come and do it for them. Meinhof said this implied that Hitler was a crime fighter, “but a crime fighter who overshot his target—which is why we have to beware of the next guy and clean up the country ourselves . . . And in the process, the Germans’ devotion to Hitler is being retroactively justified.” Meinhof was a stout critic of the way in which Germany dealt with its past. She bemoaned the continuities of the past to the present and the lax ways in which some NS criminals were prosecuted while others were able to continue their political careers. The ultra-conservative Bavarian minister Franz Josef Strauss, who had served as a political officer in the Wehrmacht, was a case in point.

In 1961, Meinhof’s column “Hitler Within You” ends with the statement: “One day we will be asked about Herr Strauss in the same way we now ask our parents about Hitler.” Strauss filed a lawsuit against Meinhof and konkret in response.19 Gustav Heinemann, minister of justice from 1966 to 1969 and president of  Germany from 1969 to 1974, served as Meinhof’s lawyer. Strauss lost his case and konkret and Meinhof emerged from the trial stronger and more popular than ever.

Courted by the Communist Party because of her emerging profile as a speaker, writer, and activist, Meinhof accompanied Röhl on one of his trips to East Berlin to meet party representatives. The comrades in the East took an immediate liking to Meinhof. She had the seriousness and political passion that Röhl lacked. Meinhof joined the Communist Party in 1959. Since it was illegal in West Germany, Meinhof’s and Röhl’s contacts with the party took place under clandestine circumstances. Every few weeks and sometimes more often, Meinhof and Röhl would meet with party officials in East Berlin. The secret nature of the business and the illegality of their membership in the KPD gave Meinhof first-hand experience with the political underground. To be sure, Meinhof and Röhl were not alone among those courting Soviet and East German socialism. In leftist circles, there existed some sympathy for what was seen by some as a socialist experiment. While most did not approve of the methods of the East German state, especially the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961, many were careful not to condemn it outright. Many hoped that the GDR would eventually outgrow its paranoia and restrictive policies. The Communists were seen as anti-fascists who had been the victims of National Socialism, and many had perished in the camps or survived under horrific circumstances. Their resistance to fascism and Hitler gave them moral authority. The fact that West Germany had rebuilt the FRG from the ashes of National Socialism with some of the same politicians, professors, civil servants, judges, and teachers who had participated in it, and had outlawed  the KPD, confirmed in the eyes of many on the Left that the West was a continuation of fascism under the guise of democracy and consumer capitalism.

Röhl, not a dogmatic Marxist, did not fit the mold of a loyal Communist toeing the party line.
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