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Terrorist Constituencies in Terrorist–
State Conflicts: The Debate on the Use 
of Violence Among Irish Nationalists 

and West Germany’s Radical Left  
in the Mid-1970s

Joost Augusteijn and Jacco Pekelder

Media reports following the Paris attacks of 13 November 2015 and 
the Brussels bombings of 22 March 2016 gave significant attention to 
the sympathisers and supporters of the actual perpetrators. The terror-
ists’ connection to Molenbeek, a troubled neighbourhood in Brussels, 
combined with the inability of the police to locate one of the suspects 
who was hiding there, provoked journalists to write about the terrorists’ 
‘societal surround’1: people who have a certain social connection to the 
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perpetrators and who in this case had supposedly enabled the atrocities.2 
Several Dutch newspapers, for instance, informed their readers about the 
support provided by the social ‘layers’ around the jihadists, ‘if only so as 
they might find a place to stay’.3

This degree of attention to the environment that the terrorists 
launched their attacks from, echoed the response to similar cases such 
as the London bombings of 7 July 2005. At that time, the authorities 
and the media had quickly directed their gaze to the Beeston suburb of 
Leeds in Northern England, home of three of the four perpetrators of 
this first act of ‘home-grown’ Islamist terrorism on European soil.4 And 
when, thirty years before, in the 1970s, West Germany was hit by ter-
rorist acts of the left-wing Red Army Faction (Rote Armee Fraktion aka 
Baader Meinhof Group), media and politicians blamed the entire radical 
left from which the RAF had emerged. In total disregard for their heter-
ogeneous character and internecine political debates, these surroundings 
were narrowly defined as the Umfeld (environment) of the terrorists and 
many of the people involved were accused of being RAF sympathisers. 
The German state institutions reacted to this association between terror-
ists and society by weaving a wide and rather indiscriminate web of sur-
veillance that in principal covered all the fringe parties, clubs, communes, 
underground media, and other initiatives of the radical left.5

As such this is not a surprising response. In the process of tracking 
terrorists down and preventing further attacks, it has been the standard 
procedure of police and security services to chart their interactions with 
family members, friends, and associates. Much like they routinely survey 
the environment of for instance drug dealers and other ‘ordinary’ crimi-
nals. What is surprising, however, is that historically journalists, politicians, 
and indeed academics have always paid limited attention to the environ-
ment of terrorists despite it seemingly playing such a central role. Their 
focus has generally been on the actual terrorists: their individual trajectory 
towards political violence, the small-group dynamics of terrorist cells and 
their interactions with security institutions of the states they fight.

This is detrimental to our understanding of the way terrorists function 
in a democratic society. Through their methods and aims, terrorists chal-
lenge the existing democratic order and its underpinning assumptions. 
Implicitly, through their actions, as well as explicitly, through their jus-
tification, they posit certain concepts of legitimacy and justice as foun-
dations of an alternative system of popular or people’s power. Thus, 
although their use or threat of violence sets them apart from purely 
political opposition, they are just one specific category of the ‘adversaries 
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of democracy’ this volume discusses. Similar to other such groupings, 
they are engaged in a form of communication (partly violent) in which 
both the terrorists and the state try to convince the rest of society, as a 
whole and in its various social, political, cultural, and ethnic segments, of 
the validity of their contrasting concepts of democracy. It will be shown 
here that in that process the definition of democracy also becomes refor-
mulated and redefined.

This chapter will focus on that section of society, that can be termed 
the ‘terrorist constituency’: those who share certain views about the ideal 
structure of society with a terrorist organisation and who are potentially 
receptive to its ideology and the messages implicit in its acts. The ter-
rorists consider them their first audience, a rich resource of practical and 
moral support there to be exploited. The state and—as demonstrated 
above—the media instead often consider them simply as a threat to be 
contained. It is precisely the struggle between terrorists and the state 
over this first audience that is very helpful in understanding the dilem-
mas democracies face when confronted with fundamental opposition. 
Moreover, as this chapter maintains, coming to terms with the role of 
terrorist constituencies in terrorist–state conflicts is also essential to 
explain the dynamics surrounding terrorism in open democratic societies.

Terrorist Constituencies

Although this chapter intends to explore new avenues of analysis, there 
are other researchers who have dealt with the environments of terror-
ists before. In a groundbreaking comparative study of terrorist–state con-
frontations in 1970s’ Italy and West Germany, published in 1995, the 
Italian sociologist Donatella Della Porta showed how organised violence 
was rooted in broader, generally non-violent social movements.6 A few 
years later, her German colleague Peter Waldmann was one of the first to 
point out that terrorists, through their declarations and acts of violence, 
not only aim to spread anxiety and terror, but also strive to garner sym-
pathy from certain groups for whom they claim to be fighting and with 
whom they identify.7 In a similar vein, Canadian criminologist Ronald 
Crelinsten stressed the importance of not just looking at the terrorist 
group, but also ‘at those people, groups, communities or institutions –  
whether subnational, national, international or transnational – with 
which the group interacts’.8 Only by doing this, Irish terrorism expert 
Louise Richardson has argued, can we take into account that terrorists 
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need people around them that not just provide new recruits and deliver 
all sorts of practical assistance but also function as a crucial resource of 
justifications for their struggle.9 Without what German philologist Jan 
Phillip Reemtsma called ‘a nod of recognition’ and respect from this 
societal surround, they will find it hard to sustain their efforts.10 Stefan 
Malthaner, a German sociologist collaborating with Waldmann, took this 
a step further by arguing that terrorists derive normative standards from 
this group and consider its judgement of their behaviour relevant for 
their thinking and practice.11

Several terrorism researchers have thus tried to raise awareness of the 
fact that terrorists ‘have constituencies, within which they seek both 
legitimacy and control’.12 Nevertheless, many questions as to member-
ship of these constituencies, the roles they play during terrorism cri-
ses and the ways they experience them remain unanswered. In a joint 
effort to conceptualise the ‘supportive environment of terrorist groups’, 
Waldmann and Malthaner have pleaded for a narrow focus on those who 
are in direct contact with the perpetrators, i.e. their immediate comrades, 
helpers, friends and sometimes family members. They call this environ-
ment the ‘radical milieu’.13 Both sociologists are not blind to the role 
played by the terrorists’ ‘broader social and political movements or 
ethnic/religious communities from which they emerge’, but in their 
research they choose to focus on the direct ‘relationships and interac-
tions between armed groups and [their] social environment’. Moreover, 
they narrow this down to the ‘radical’ part, those who ‘approve or use 
violence’. In their eyes, violence is the radical milieu’s ‘constitutive and 
defining feature’.14

As a research strategy, focusing on the direct supportive environment 
has the advantage that it enables researchers to concentrate on a clearly 
defined population. However, it carries considerable disadvantages as 
well. By putting violence at the centre of the radical milieu Waldmann 
and Malthaner arbitrarily obscure other elements that might also reveal 
common identities and common enmities between terrorists and larger 
segments of society. They neglect the possibility that terrorists aim to 
win legitimacy in broad societal spheres on the basis of these common-
alities. In the 1970s, the RAF for instance could always appeal to the 
experiences of alternative lifestyles and corresponding confrontations 
with state representatives shared by many West German youth. Although 
many of them had doubts about the armed struggle, they encouraged 
the terrorists to continue because their criticism of the West German  
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establishment (and the USA-led Western world) echoed much of what 
the RAF said in its declarations. Waldmann and Malthaner miss out on 
this important psychological factor that might help to explain why ter-
rorists in the face of military defeat still often carry on their fight for 
many years. In theoretical terms, their narrow perspective on the envi-
ronment as a resource of recruits and practical assistance comes at the 
price of downplaying the workings of the environment as a resource of 
justifications of the struggle.

To come to a deeper understanding of the way terrorists function in 
a democratic society and affect the conceptions of democracy, the focus 
therefore has to be on a wider section of society, this chapter’s ‘terror-
ist constituency’, the potential supporters of a terrorist group. Although 
the term constituency, to refer to the wider societal surround of terrorist 
groups, has been loosely used before, it has not yet been operationalised. 
To overcome the drawbacks of earlier attempts we broaden the defini-
tion to include groups and individuals that have no direct connections to 
what is called the hardcore of a terrorist movement, but are nevertheless 
considered by the terrorists, by others, such as state authorities and the 
media, and potentially also by themselves to be the terrorists’ first audi-
ence. This calls for research strategies that remain open to the dynamic 
demarcation of the social boundaries involved. Using this perspective, we 
honour the fact that terrorists (or militants) usually are part of broader 
social movements. Terrorist groups remain part of the ‘social movement 
families’ from which they emerged. Even after they go underground 
they remain physically, emotionally, mentally, and ideologically bound to 
them. The constituency perspective enables us to grasp the processes that 
uphold and strengthen the idea of fighting a legitimate struggle as well as 
the mechanisms of practical support and recruitment, and puts terrorism 
into its historical, social, and political context.15

The way these constituencies act in and react to a terrorist–state con-
flict is the central topic of this chapter, as a way to explore how peo-
ple respond when democratic institutions are sidelined as a means to 
achieve political objectives. Terrorist constituencies have so far generally 
been treated as a homogenous and somewhat inert mass.16 In our view, 
which is informed by the idea of the ‘movement family’, the constitu-
ency is, however, not an amorphous group which responds simply to 
stimuli from the outside. Instead, it consists of a broad array of groups 
and individuals and has an internal dynamic of social and political organ-
isation and competition. The terrorist–state conflict may only be one of  
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a number of issues that determine a constituency’s internal dynamics.  
In other words, in order to understand the reactions within a certain 
radical community to the acts and statements of terrorists and the state, 
we have to study these internal dynamics.17

The constituency in this context is not an association of which one 
can become a registered member, but is a social construction, negotiated 
through ongoing public debate.18 In as far as researchers have studied 
constituencies, they have tried to overcome the challenge of these fluid 
boundaries by distinguishing types of constituency members on the basis 
of the measure of their support for the terrorists. This has often been 
visualised in models with three or more concentric circles around a small 
nucleus of actual terrorists.19 The problem with this approach is that 
it places the terrorists, and not the constituency, at the centre, thereby 
disregarding its role as an actor in its own right with its own internal 
dynamics. It is nevertheless helpful to distinguish categories of actors, 
taking into account their status within the constituency. In accordance 
to how social movement researchers often typecast categories of activ-
ists, this chapter will differentiate between three groups based on the 
role they take themselves in the discussions inspired by the terrorist–
state confrontation: silent contributors, minor contributors, and leading 
voices.

Silent contributors mostly act out their position by participating in 
demonstrations or functioning as the audience in the discussions. They 
thus profess their support or opposition without explicitly introducing 
their own arguments. Such public reaction to the attempts to impose 
a specific narrative by those involved is difficult to measure except in a 
quantitative manner by determining the number of people involved in 
protests. In contrast, minor contributors do articulate their opinion in 
an effort to influence the discussions. They are represented here by look-
ing at letters to the editor in newspapers, chants during demonstrations, 
and interviews with ordinary people. Leading voices is our term for those 
figures who had authority within the constituency and who regularly 
intervened in its discussions through giving speeches or writing longer 
contributions in which they articulate their position.

Through analysing the expressions of all people with these three roles, 
we aim to understand how they responded to terrorism crises. This can 
be traced by analysing the discussions within the constituency and focus-
ing on two fundamental elements. The first relates to the question of 
whether members and groups within a constituency consider the terrorist 



TERRORIST CONSTITUENCIES IN TERRORIST–STATE CONFLICTS …   107

aims to be legitimate, i.e. in accordance with their political objectives, 
norms, and values. In a sense whether what happens is commensurate 
with their conception of democracy. The second relates to the ques-
tion of whether they consider the terrorist strategy to be expedient, i.e. 
practical and opportune. This is an important distinction because as for 
instance most Irish nationalist would support the objective of a united 
independent Ireland, only a certain section of them would find it accept-
able that violence would be used to obtain this objective. Support for 
both these elements fluctuate over time and therefore provide important 
measures of the potential of terrorist movements to survive.

Although discussions within the terrorist constituency have an inde-
pendent dynamic, they are of course largely informed by the actions and 
statements of the terrorists, on the one hand, and of government agen-
cies, on the other. Therefore, the analysis of how terrorist constituen-
cies position themselves in terrorism crises should begin with an account 
of the ways both the terrorists and the state framed their confronta-
tion. How did these antagonists put forward their argument in speech 
and action? What concepts of democracy resounded therein and how 
were these related to their claim to play legitimate roles in the conflict. 
Moreover, it should be noted that both speech acts and other actions 
do not generally come to the constituency directly but are mediated by 
newspapers and various other media. The framing of these actions and 
statements in the media and the way both the terrorists and the state 
tried to influence this, therefore, should be an important separate 
element of analysis, to be studied before turning to the actual discussions 
in the constituency.20

To assess the role of the terrorist constituency this chapter presents 
two case studies, the first on the Irish nationalist community and the 
confrontation between the Provisional IRA and the British and Irish gov-
ernments and the second on West Germany’s radical left and the con-
frontation between the Red Army Faction and the Federal Republic of 
Germany. These cases represent two distinctly different types of modern 
terrorism: the Provisional IRA belongs to the category of ‘ethnonation-
alist’ terrorism, the RAF to that of ‘social-revolutionary’ terrorism. This 
has important implications, because, as has been recently shown,21 eth-
nonationalist terrorists generally find it easier to become embedded in a 
larger community that transcends class divisions and shares a broad sense 
of identity and communal grievances (often against an outsider-enemy), 
whereas social-revolutionary terrorists are forced to build up networks 
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between dispersed pockets of society, based on bonds of social class or 
self-chosen counter-cultural or radical-political identities. There is a cor-
responding distinction in the counter-terrorist communication of state 
agencies in both cases. Moreover, the source material studied for both 
cases is affected by these differences: the Irish case allows for the use of 
general news media including those directly associated with the IRA, 
whereas the German case forces the historian to take a look at subcul-
tural publications of the radical left and various ego-documents, which to 
some extent affects the comparative analysis of the terrorist constituency 
perspective presented here.

One of the elements of the terrorist–state conflict in (Northern-)
Ireland and West Germany that generated most discussion in society 
were the trials of terrorist suspects, in particular when hunger strikes 
were used as a political weapon. The treatment of prisoners potentially 
challenged the democratic legitimacy of the state and generated much 
debate. To focus this analysis, this chapter will therefore concentrate on 
a small number of such events in the early 1970s. To make the analysis 
more concrete it looks at the extent to which the terrorists and the gov-
ernment were effective in influencing the discussions by raising attention 
to their framing of events. The analysis of both cases is structured in the 
same way: first we look at the framing of the confrontation by the ter-
rorists, the state, and the media, and after that we analyse the reactions 
by the three categories of constituency members mentioned above: silent 
contributors, minor contributors, and leading voices in the constituency. 
In the conclusion, the usefulness of taking constituencies as the cen-
tral focus will be evaluated on the basis of this small-scale investigation 
as well as how notions of democracy become redefined in the conflict 
between democracies and violent adversaries.

The Republican Constituency of the Provisional IRA
The campaign of the IRA, aiming to unite Northern Ireland with the 
Republic of Ireland, which commenced in 1969, originated in a non- 
violent protest movement striving to end the disadvantaged position 
Catholics held in Northern Ireland despite its formal democratic struc-
tures. This civil rights movement, formally established in 1967, was met by 
a violent reaction from Protestant loyalists resulting in growing communal 
violence. The lack of protection for catholic civilians from security forces 
allowed the IRA to position itself as a protective force. After communal 
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violence was brought under control, the IRA began an all-out campaign 
aimed at forcing Britain to disengage from Northern Ireland, leading to 
an increasingly violent conflict, in which hundreds of bombings and thou-
sands of shooting incidents took place, killing 480 people at its peak in 
1972 alone.22 Although slowly tapering off in intensity after that, the con-
flict only ended in 1998 with the political compromise embodied in the 
Good Friday Agreement.

This study analyses the way the terrorist constituency in Ireland 
reacted in the early years of the conflict, to two influential court cases 
and concomitant hunger strikes, one in Northern Ireland and one in 
the Republic of Ireland. The analysis is complicated by the involvement 
of multiple actors on both sides. Although there are two or even three 
‘states’ involved, if one includes Northern Ireland next to Britain and 
Ireland, the constituency that the Provisional IRA related to is essentially 
drawn from the entire island of Ireland, covering the territory of the 
state they aspire to. This approach can therefore be justified on the basis 
of taking the constituency as the starting point of this analysis.

These cases represent two pivotal examples of changes in govern-
ment policy towards the IRA, which generated a relatively large amount 
of public reaction and thus allow for an analysis of the responses of all 
parties involved. The first concerns the trial and hunger strike of leading 
Belfast Republicans William McKee and Francis Card which took place 
in Northern Ireland and began on 16 May 1971. This was particularly 
significant as the first high profile example of the new British state pol-
icy to imprison leading Republicans using the legal system. The second 
involves the trial of the then-Chief of Staff of the IRA, Sean MacStiofáin, 
which started in Dublin on 25 November 1972. The high public profile 
of MacStiofáin ensured a large public response crucial to the possibility 
of analysing the constituency’s reaction.

Republican Framing

Irish Republicans were keenly aware of the potential and importance 
of the constituency, as they made every effort to mobilise them by put-
ting forward their interpretation of events. They did so through their 
own newspapers and by trying to get mainstream papers to pick up on 
their views. This could be through a press release or by organising small 
demonstrations. At the second remand hearing for William McKee and 
Francis Card who had been arrested in Northern Ireland, a dozen men 
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carrying placards which read ‘State repression’ protested outside the 
court building.23 One of the main elements of the Republican narrative 
became an injustice frame. Following what they considered to be very 
harsh sentences, they claimed these betrayed anti-Irish prejudices and 
hatred and were ‘similar to the shooting of the sepoys from the bar-
rels of cannons because they too defied the Empire in defence of free-
dom’.24 The IRA’s political wing, Sinn Fein, even called upon the legal 
profession to protest vigorously against the attempt to subvert the cause 
of justice. People should ‘recoil in revulsion’, they argued, if the state 
could pick up any person while looking around for evidence to justify the 
arrest.25

In Sean MacStiofáin’s case, which took place in the Republic of 
Ireland, Republicans asserted that the arrest and trial had no legal 
basis but were initiated on behest of the British. Their own newspaper, 
Republican News, opened its front page with the headline ‘Lynch acts at 
Heath’s Orders’, arguing that the Irish Taoiseach (prime minister) Jack 
Lynch had been instructed by the British prime minister Edward Heath: 
‘Herod Heath has called for a head on a plate. Saoirse Lynch will tell 
him the victim is already imprisoned’.26 The newspaper even referred 
to the Taoiseach as a Quisling.27 This framing was directly connected 
to the attempt to mobilise support for their campaign among the entire 
nationalist constituency. In response to the events surrounding the court 
case in the Republic, Sinn Fein leader Daithi O Connaill optimistically 
argued: ‘We are going to bring this government down and we will not 
finish until we do so’.28

Nevertheless, the movement was aware of its limitations. Nationalist 
in Northern Ireland felt the consequences of the political conflict on a 
daily basis, and a large part of them supported the IRA. In the Republic, 
however, a majority supported the legitimacy of the drive for a united 
Ireland but very few would agree with the expediency of the use of 
physical force. Taking this on board, the imprisoned leader of the IRA 
had a message read out in which he called for peaceful protest in the 
South, essentially using its democratic structures, but to take the fight 
to the North, where they asserted democracy could not function as a 
consequence of the arbitrary boundary drawn through the Irish constit-
uency.29 During the protest meeting, the IRA called for discipline and 
restraint, telling the protesters that ‘the government would love the 
media to be able to report that a crowd of hooligans and hoodlums came 
up from O’Connell Street [in Dublin] and desecrated a hospital’.30
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State Framing

The British and Irish governments were far less aware of the importance 
of keeping the terrorists’ constituency on their side. Within the context 
of widespread violence in Northern Ireland, the authorities hardly felt a 
need to react to a single court case, even if it concerned leading IRA 
men. This was somewhat different in southern Ireland, where the trial 
had a major impact. It was nevertheless difficult for the government to 
develop a sophisticated counter-narrative. The main element of their 
strategy was to highlight the threat the IRA posed to law and order. 
They did so primarily through the use of large-scale security measures 
surrounding the court cases and the associated protest meetings.

MacStiofáin, who had gone on a hunger and thirst strike, was brought 
to the hospital after his conviction, which was protected like a fortress 
in anticipation of widespread protests; surrounded by 150 policemen, 
with another 600 soldiers kept in readiness.31 Considering the nation-
alist background of the major political parties in the state the Irish 
Government was in a difficult position. They took further measures, 
including the controversial sacking of the RTE Authority, which super-
vised the running of the public broadcasting service. The authority had 
allowed the broadcast of an interview with MacStiofáin, which had been 
the cause of his arrest. In a more covert manner, the government put out 
stories that the defendant was breaking his thirst strike by taking water, 
to counter the sympathy generated by the reports on his physical suffer-
ing. The government found it hard to counter the claim that the IRA 
was doing more to bring about a united Ireland than they were. Instead 
they focused on the expediency of the maintenance of the rule of law, 
which implicitly made the point the IRA was an illegitimate organisation. 
The Taoiseach argued that the defendant could not be released even if he 
was going to die on hunger strike:

Nothing can be gained by continuing the hunger strike in an attempt to 
frustrate the course of justice. If a member of such an organisation, and 
especially a self-confessed leader, could secure his release from prison 
through resort to a hunger or thirst strike, the inevitable consequence 
would be that not only he but all his associates would be effectively above 
the law of the land and free to act as they choose and would be seen to be 
so. This is so for the obvious reason that other prisoners, now or in the 
future, need only adopt the same tactics to ensure that they, too, would 
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be released. Accordingly, the issue in the present case is nothing less than 
whether Parliament, Government, the courts and the law are all to surren-
der to an unlawful organisation.32

In an attempt to undermine the Republican’s democratic credentials, he 
further stated he was confident that even if the defendant died trouble 
would only come from the IRA, not from the people.33

Mediation

To get the message across, both the IRA and the respective states were largely 
dependent on the media, which all put their own version of events out. To 
access debates within the terrorist constituency a cross section of newspapers 
which represent nationalist opinion of all shades has been used here, as well 
as some British newspapers to follow the reaction there. Although reporting 
quite neutrally on the arguments of the two sides, all papers put their own 
gloss over it. Sometimes simply by varying the amount of attention they 
gave to the issue, but also by giving their own reaction to the arguments 
presented. The southern government supporting Irish Press, for instance, 
agreed that the sentence in the Northern case was ‘unexpectedly heavy’ and 
added that they detected a mood of dismay and despondency in Republican 
circles in the North but nevertheless expected a reaction from them.34

Because intensive discussions had taken place between the British 
and Irish governments, the Guardian gave credence to the Republican 
claim that the IRA leader had been arrested in the Republic as a result of 
British pressure: ‘Each move by the Irish Government has been followed 
by discussions with the British leaders, which has created in the minds 
of Irish Republicans the suspicion that, to say the least, actions and talks 
have somehow been connected’.35 They speculated on the public impact 
of his hunger strike. Many who would not normally sympathise with the 
IRA, the paper suspected, would be moved by a hunger strike.36 The fer-
vently nationalist Irish local newspaper The Kerryman also picked up on 
the Republican narrative and criticised the positive reaction in English 
newspapers to the actions of the Irish government. This was portrayed 
as an attempt to keep control over the South and aid the British in doing 
the same in the North. It was rare, it argued, for the British press to 
be so positive about Ireland, particularly in support of legislation they 
would never accept in their own country: ‘But then in ultra-British 
terms, we were always just wogs anyway’.37
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Similar interpretations were made in relation to government action. 
The Guardian argued that the arrest and an attendant minor wave of 
extraditions of IRA suspects to the North was nothing more than a PR 
exercise, to show the British government and the Unionists of Belfast 
that the Irish Government had done everything they could to ‘rid the 
Republic of the IRA menace and cooperate with the British’.38 It also 
warned against the emotional reaction by the Irish to the plight of a 
hunger striker. The position the man had ‘voluntarily placed himself [in] 
will arouse human pity. But it is not a cause for criticising Mr. Lynch’s 
government, which cannot allow the methods of a Gandhi to be used for 
the objectives of a Franco’.39

Silent Contributors

At this level, there was no apparent public reaction to the case tried in 
Northern Ireland, probably due to the context of violence and tension 
that was a staple of everyday life. However, that did not mean there was 
no support for the IRA. The two defendants were apprehended after 
a short car chase. During the pursuit, they had called upon bystanders 
to block the road and stop the police. Some of them did that, and the 
police car was held up temporarily. The escape car was later found a few 
streets away, empty, with the doors open. When the police tried to inves-
tigate it, they were actually forced to withdraw by a threatening crowd.40

This relative silence stood in contrast to the trial of the IRA leader 
in Dublin which generated a large public response. Large swathes of the 
populace—not just active nationalists but also public bodies such as trade 
unions, sports clubs, and the Catholic Church—were apparently recep-
tive to criticism of the government’s lack of action in relation to the cre-
ation of a united Ireland. After the arrest, there were many small-scale 
protests throughout the country, as well as a picket on the Irish embassy 
in London and the Bridewell police station in Dublin.41 The verdict itself 
generated a huge response. There were scuffles outside the courtroom 
and 7000 people protested outside the Mater Hospital in Dublin where 
the defendant was brought afterwards.42 The next day 2000 people, 
headed by masked men, marched through the rain in Dublin carrying a 
coffin draped in the tricolour with the inscription ‘Justice is dead’. The 
following days there were protests from trade union officials, the Socialist 
Workers Movement, the National Graves Association, and a branch of 
the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), while some short strikes broke 
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out in various companies, and pickets were staged.43 Dockers and Ford 
plant employees in Cork, as well as hundreds of workers in Monaghan, 
walked out in protest, and in Tralee most businesses, including banks, 
were closed. The physical consequences of the hunger and thirst 
strike also generated sympathy among the population, as witnessed by 
demands for a release on humanitarian grounds. MacStiofáin was even 
visited in hospital by the sitting archbishop of Dublin, Dr. Dermot Ryan, 
and his predecessor, Dr. John Charles McQuaid.44 Although impressive, 
the scale of protest in Ireland was insufficient to bring the country to a 
standstill. Indicating that relatively large groups in the constituency went 
along with the Republican framing, but not to the extent they were will-
ing to accept the absence of democratic legitimacy and bring down the 
government as Sinn Fein had called for.

Interestingly, this case contrary to the one on Card and McKee also 
generated a public reaction in the North. On the night of his arrest, 
there were riots in (London-)Derry which lasted for more than two 
hours. After the sentencing ‘a crowd incensed by the arrest’ attacked 
the police, who responded by firing rubber bullets and CS tear gas gre-
nades.45 Reaction to the hunger strike was mixed. In Belfast, there was 
very little public response as: ‘Martyrs appear out of fashion in the city … 
his behaviour, to many, appeared a needless sacrifice.46 There were more 
positive responses elsewhere. A hundred people went on hunger strike in 
Andersonstown and others picketed RUC stations.47

Minor Contributors

Minor voices in the debate were plentiful but merely articulated the gen-
eral feelings expressed in demonstrations generated by these cases. The 
arrests in Northern Ireland did not produce much public debate but 
it was reported that there was much talk in Republican areas that the 
security forces were carrying out a policy of virtual internment: arresting 
known suspects and holding them, thereby hoping to capture the ring-
leaders of the IRA.48 In the Dublin case there were many voices to be 
heard, including an immediate response after the verdict when shouts of 
‘British traitor’ were directed at the judge from the public gallery. One 
man, accused him of fighting a war for the English, and threw a handful 
of coins.49 At the demonstrations outside, people simply chanted: ‘We 
want Sean out’ and a black coffin with ‘Justice is dead’ was again car-
ried around. Outside Dublin resolutions were passed by trade unions and 
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GAA clubs, petitions signed and masses were said calling for his release.50 
The papers reported that ‘Republicans in the North see the arrest as the 
betrayal of their cause by the authorities in the South, and many nation-
alists are convinced that the Dublin Government and police are working 
to the instructions of the British’.51

In the following days, numerous demonstrations and demands 
for MacStiofáin’s release were reported in and also outside Ireland. 
Republicans attributed the strong reactions to the apparent absence of 
justice in the trial, but many involved in the protests argued they pro-
tested on humanitarian grounds and for the issue of press freedom.52 
Resolutions were passed in Ireland by local authorities often with the 
support of the government party, branches of political parties, sports 
clubs, and schools. The teaching staff of Presentation Secondary School 
in Cashel held a prayer meeting in church and put out a statement say-
ing that ‘they upheld the principle of truth, justice, and freedom and 
could therefore not accept that any Irishmen in 1972 should be allowed 
to die on hunger strike for those principles by the consent of our 
government’.53

Leading Voices

In both cases, leading activists not directly associated with republicanism 
came out in support of the narrative put out by the IRA. Opposition 
members, civil rights activists, and trade unionists were willing to share 
a platform with prominent Republicans.54 At meetings organised by  
Sinn Fein in Belfast, speakers and placards referred to the case as based 
on ‘thrumped [sic] up charges’. Frank Gogarty, the vice-chairman of the 
non-violent Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association, also credited the 
accusation that the men had been framed by Scotland Yard detectives.55 
At a similar meeting in Dublin following the arrest there, the civil rights 
leader Aidan Corrigan proclaimed that the defendant had done more 
for Irish freedom and unity than the governing party, Fianna Fáil, which 
claimed to be the Republican party, had done in fifty years. Corrigan 
called him the man most maligned in Ireland by press, radio, and tel-
evision, a man who had brought down the unionist government in 
Northern Ireland and deserved to stand proudly beside Jomo Kenyatta56 
and Desmond Greaves57 as the leader of a great guerrilla movement.58

The largest Irish trade union, the ITGWU, sent a telegram to the 
Irish president asking for clemency, and a few days after the arrest the 
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most famous English university debating society, the Oxford Union, 
voted in favour of a reunification of Ireland. During the debate, attended 
by the Irish Taoiseach, Jack Lynch, John Hume, the new leader of the 
SDLP (the moderate nationalist Social Democratic and Labour Party 
of Northern Ireland), and Roy Bradford, a former Unionist minister, 
appeals were also voiced for MacStiofáin’s release.59 The Republican 
interpretation was also given a measure of credence in the Irish parlia-
ment, the Dáil, in particular by Sean Sherwin, a deputy of the govern-
ing Fianna Fáil party, who repeatedly raised the issue of the defendants 
plight. On 29 November, he read out a petition signed by 13,867 peo-
ple, presented to him by a group of Derry women. It protested against 
the setting up of military courts, the introduction of repressive legislation 
and the imprisonment of Irish men and women at the bidding of the 
British government. Sherwin concurred. As far as he was concerned it 
was a lie to argue, as both the government and the opposition did, that 
the IRA was a threat to the Irish state. It was only a threat to the security 
of what he called the Six County Area, which, he implied, was a good 
thing. Far from being a threat to the Irish, MacStiofáin was enemy no. 
1 for the British; his arrest was on the instruction of their government.60

West Germany’s Radical Left and the RAF
Between 1970 and 1998, the RAF confronted the (West) German state. 
A social-revolutionary terrorist or ‘urban guerrilla’ group, the RAF 
began as an offspring of the protest movement of the late 1960s. Main 
members of the so-called first generation were acclaimed left-wing jour-
nalist Ulrike Meinhof, the movement’s prominent lawyer cum activ-
ist Horst Mahler, and the radical couple Andreas Baader and Gudrun 
Ensslin, already convicted of arson in two department stores in Frankfurt 
in 1968. In its first two years, the RAF was mainly occupied with the 
logistics of building an underground organisation, and producing several 
lengthy brochures claiming to be the vanguard for all of West Germany’s 
radical left. In May 1972, the RAF launched its first campaign of political 
violence: six bomb attacks throughout the Federal Republic spread over 
several weeks left four dead and about seventy wounded. A month after 
this ‘triumph’, however, police had arrested all leaders.61

Then events took an unexpected turn, as most members of the 
RAF started a prison struggle involving collective hunger strikes. This 
resulted in a solidarity campaign within the left-wing constituency and 
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extended the RAF’s political significance. This chapter will focus on 
the RAF’s third and longest collective hunger strike that lasted from 13 
September 1974 until 5 February 1975, and especially on the death, on 
9 November 1975, of one of its imprisoned members, Holger Meins, 
after two months of self-starvation. Members of a terrorist group close 
to the RAF responded a day later with a revenge killing of a West Berlin 
judge, Günther von Drenkmann. These deaths caused an uproar in West 
German society, comparable to the upheavals in Ireland and Northern 
Ireland caused by the IRA’s hunger strike campaigns discussed above.

RAF Framing

According to Leith Passmore, the leading academic on the subject, 
the RAF was actually inspired by earlier IRA hunger strikes, which had 
resulted in the granting of political status to the prisoners. Internally, the 
RAF leadership considered collective hunger strikes a vital instrument to 
uphold the organisation’s structure among (imprisoned) members and to 
maintain some control over them. Externally, they were meant to rein-
force the accusation that the state was holding the prisoners from the 
RAF in an extreme form of solitary confinement that amounted to tor-
ture through isolation (Isolationsfolter).62 Through the prison struggle 
and their performance at trials the RAF tried to support their claim that 
existing democracy was in fact a mere screen for a US-led Western coun-
ter-insurgency strategy against the left as a whole. In contrast, it por-
trayed itself as a leaderless collective of complete equals, an unbeatable 
‘hydra’ and living proof of the viability of activist democracy.63

After the first hunger strike, in late 1972, the RAF leadership 
expanded this basic narrative and sought an ever-wider audience for it. 
Their lawyers played an essential role in this process, creating an intri-
cate communication system, ‘das info’, between the imprisoned members 
themselves and between the prisoners and their supporters on the out-
side.64 During the RAF’s second hunger strike, between May and June 
1973, a national teach-in of so-called (Anti-)Folterkomitees (Committees 
against Torture)—special solidarity committees initiated by the RAF’s 
lawyers and encompassing some 450 activists in 23 West German cities—
strengthened the campaign’s base and created a host of propaganda mate-
rial.65 More than a year later, at the end of 1974, a volume of texts was 
published, documenting the first two years of the prison struggle. This 
also contained one of Ulrike Meinhof’s most powerful contributions:  
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a text, supposedly written in solitary confinement, in which she related 
her mental state at the time:

the feeling your head’s exploding […] –
the feeling that spine marrow is being forced up into your brain, –
the feeling that your brain’s slowly wrinkling, like dried fruit perhaps.66

With their narrative complete, information channels in place and support 
groups in operation by early 1974, the RAF leadership decided to step 
up the confrontation. Baader prepared his fellow-inmates for a third star-
vation campaign and wrote: ‘I think this time, we won’t stop the hunger 
strike. This means [some of our] people will die’.67 It is unclear whether 
the supporters outside were aware of this escalation; it would have 
undermined the self-portrayal as victims inherent in the RAF narrative. 
Nevertheless, the willingness to sacrifice co-fighters was central to the 
third collective hunger strike that started on 13 September 1974, half a 
year after Baader had set the tone.

State Framing

Since the mid-1960s, the West German state had portrayed fundamen-
tal opposition to the Federal Republic’s political system by the radical 
(student) left as illegitimate, especially when it involved militant forms of 
protest. After the war, West Germany had begun to consider itself a ‘mili-
tant democracy’, analogous to the ideas social scientists Karl Loewenstein 
and Karl Mannheim had formulated in the 1930s. As a result, the West 
German state became invested and one could argue somewhat obsessed 
by the task to actively secure the ‘liberal-democratic basic order’.68 In 
the early 1970s, when the RAF emerged on the scene, authorities on 
local, state, and federal levels introduced stricter laws and tougher police 
and intelligence practices that not only targeted terrorism in particular 
but extremism in general, especially on the left.69 Two elements of this 
policy stood out. For one, the RAF were generally portrayed as ‘violent 
anarchists’, prone to use violence for its own sake—not an uncommon 
government reaction to terrorism. More than other Western European 
countries, however, West German politicians chose to involve the gen-
eral public in a ‘political-spiritual confrontation’ with the terrorists. 
Partly because of the Nazi past, they considered it their duty to involve 
the population in the defence of parliamentary democracy and therefore 
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engineered a large-scale political education campaign.70 In a sense, this 
meant that establishment representatives took the RAF’s challenge to 
their authority very seriously and thereby, counter-productively, boosted 
the RAF’s societal impact and—ironically—its political significance.

The RAF prison struggle further complicated the challenge to the 
authorities. Besides denying the accusations of ‘isolation torture’, they 
also tried to obstruct the information channels created by the lawyers. 
In reaction, some liberal voices in Germany and abroad protested against 
the restriction of legal rights. This also reflected a novel way of thinking 
about what makes a democracy militant. The liberals felt that fundamen-
tal opposition, at least when from the left, was as essential a safeguard 
against fascism as a vigilant state. In fact, many thought radical groups 
might even be what the caged canary is to a miner: an early warning sys-
tem against the authoritarian proto-fascist tendencies inherent in all state 
bureaucracies. The morally charged issue of force-feeding prisoners on 
hunger strike consequently led to particularly heated debates. Whereas 
in the media, liberal voices were heard a lot, in parliament a state-centred 
thinking was still dominant. From the opposition benches in the Federal 
Diet, Christian Democrat Karl Carstens, for instance, asked if one could 
rightfully restrain a prisoner ‘who with a clear mind has decided to take 
his own life through starvation of doing so by using violent means’. 
Another Christian Democrat wondered whether one should burden 
the taxpayer with the costs of the special ‘astronaut food’ administered 
in the procedure. Federal Justice Minister Hans-Jochen Vogel, a Social 
Democrat, however, maintained that the state was obliged by law ‘to 
protect the life and physical integrity’ of people in its power, even if this, 
in the extreme, meant force-feeding them.71

Mediation

The press briefings and demonstrations the lawyers and committee 
activists organised and the resulting clashes with the authorities, cre-
ated media events that brought the RAF frame to wider audiences and 
challenged the state and its interpretation of the struggle. Still, dur-
ing the third hunger strike, media reporting was initially lacklustre.  
It only came into full swing after Meins had died and West Berlin judge 
von Drenkmann was murdered. On the evening of Meins’s death, in 
an interview on Tagesschau, the most important national news show on 
West German television, Meins’s lawyer Siegfried Haag not only blamed 
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the prison physician for his client’s death, but also the judges presiding 
over the trial against RAF leaders.72

With that the propaganda aspect of the hunger strike took effect and 
over the following months the RAF prison struggle became a recurring 
theme in West German media. How keen the media were to publicise 
the RAF became clear when the popular weekly Stern showed a picture 
of Meins lying in state, extremely thin and with a wild beard. Many were 
reminded of pictures of Che Guevara’s body exhibited to the press after 
he was killed in Bolivia in 1967 and some even thought of Jesus Christ 
after the crucifixion—both highly emotive references that triggered 
sympathy and plastered over the memory of the man of violence Meins 
had been.73 At the end of January 1975, the RAF had another media 
breakthrough, when West Germany’s most widely read news weekly Der 
Spiegel published an interview with its imprisoned leadership.74 RAF law-
yer Klaus Croissant had arranged this: he had handed the prisoners a list 
of questions and they had typed up responses that Der Spiegel printed. 
Croissant probably also negotiated a substantial ‘publication fee’.75

Media attention had already peaked earlier, when Croissant, prodded 
by his clients, managed to arrange a visit by Jean-Paul Sartre to Baader. 
On 4 December 1974, the famous French philosopher and political pub-
licist made a one-day trip to the Stuttgart-Stammheim prison, where he 
had an hour-long conversation with the RAF leader and afterwards held 
a press conference attended by an array of journalists and cameramen.76 
It was a carefully staged event, demonstrating Croissant’s organisational 
finesse as RAF’s main PR functionary. Every newspaper in Germany and 
many abroad broadcasted Sartre’s strong corroboration of the RAF narra-
tive of isolation torture.77 The intellectual authority of the French philosoph 
was a big boon to the RAF campaign. It may also have helped Croissant 
with another project: the founding, on 14 December 1974 in Utrecht, the 
Netherlands, of an international committee of lawyers defending the RAF 
prisoners against ‘oppression’ by the West German state.78

The question remains whether the media attention actually helped 
the RAF to get its message across. At least, it is clear that the general 
public was well aware of Meins’s tragic fate. The popular polling insti-
tute Allensbach established that 97% of a representative sample of West 
Germans aged sixteen and older had heard of his case. This, however, 
did not mean that people bought into the RAF narrative. Asked whether 
state institutions had failed, only a small minority of 13% agreed, while 
three-quarters of those questioned did not blame the authorities for 
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Meins’s death. Still, among the youngest, those aged 16–29, a larger 
proportion of people (20%) were critical of state institutions.79

Silent Contributors

Since the latter was precisely the age group the RAF most wanted to win 
over to its narrative, the hunger strike might to some extent have had the 
desired effect. Another indication of this is the impressive mobilisation of 
support for the hunger strike campaign that followed the death of Meins. 
In a circular letter for the internal ‘info’ bulletin, West Berlin RAF law-
yer Hans-Christian Ströbele described this mobilisation as similar to that 
in the late 1960s, the heyday of student protests. There were daily pro-
test meetings at both West Berlin universities, some of them attracting 
1000–2000 attendees. Apart from that, 6500–10,000 leftist activists 
from nearly all political subcultures expressed their anger publicly in a 
march through the city and 5000–6000 of them assembled at a confer-
ence at the Technical University where they unanimously called upon the 
minister of Justice to stop ‘isolation torture’.80

In sum, solidarity with the RAF was widespread, even when occa-
sionally there was also fierce criticism of its tactics. This was not only a 
West Berlin affair. On 18 November 1974, when Meins was buried in 
Hamburg, hundreds of RAF sympathisers marched to the Hamburg-
Stellingen graveyard.81 Figures in a report on extremism published by 
the Federal Ministry for Domestic Affairs in 1974 seem to confirm the 
extent of active support for the RAF after Meins’s death. It counted a 
total of 12,000 individuals taking part in 80 separate protest actions.82 
Moreover, it is clear that some of these active supporters went a step fur-
ther. For somebody like Susanne Albrecht, Meins’s death was the final 
push towards membership of the RAF. Now that protests had no effect, 
it was time to force the state to improve prison conditions, she told her-
self. ‘We cannot allow more prisoners to lose their lives here’.83

Minor Contributors

Traces of the debates within West Germany’s highly heterogeneous left-
wing alternative milieu and the arguments exchanged therein can be 
found in the many pamphlets and brochures, published irregularly and 
often anonymous by individuals and groups, and in the many periodi-
cals circulated at the time. Several of the orthodox communist (mostly 
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Maoist) parties, jointly comprising tens of thousands of members, 
published a weekly newspaper.84 Their counterparts, the undogmatic, 
Spontaneist groups, in short: Spontis, smaller in numbers and more mil-
itant, published their own stencilled underground-style leaflets, such as 
West Berlin’s Info-BUG. Radical university intellectuals had their mag-
azines as well, such as Der Lange Marsch, which was mainly produced 
by social scientists at the Otto Suhr Institute of West Berlin’s Free 
University.

A declaration by Joscha Schmierer, leader of the Kommunistenbund 
Westdeutschland (KBW, Communist Federation of West Germany) 
was typical of the orthodox communists. He took a mixed position, 
motivated in part, probably, by the wish to use the RAF campaign as 
an added argument for KBW’s own revolutionary agenda. Although 
his party did not condone the strategy and tactics of the RAF at all, 
Schmierer called the hunger strike ‘justified’ and he supported the strug-
gle against ‘isolation detention’. However, talk about murder did not sit 
well with him. ‘Holger Meins was no helpless victim of the bourgeois 
justice system. Holger Meins died in struggle with the enemy, a struggle 
that he entered willingly and in which he had consciously put his life at 
stake’, Schmierer said. This argument reflects the Maoist idea of democ-
racy as well-organised collective activism against oppression of the peo-
ple. Implicitly referring to von Drenkmann’s murder, Schmierer advised 
against acts of revenge against representatives of the law. Instead one 
had to take the demands of the prison campaign to the workers and the 
masses.85

Unlike Schmierer’s carefully calibrated comments, the reactions on 
the Sponti side showed the shock effect of Meins’s death. An article by 
‘some comrades’ from Frankfurt’s Revolutionärer Kampf (Revolutionary 
Struggle) clearly expressed their feeling of guilt when they lamented 
their earlier lack of action on behalf of the incarcerated RAF members. 
Of course, the RAF with its lack of openness was partly blamed, but 
the Spontis felt they should have been more aware of what had been at 
stake: the RAF’s fate was in fact representative of the fate that threat-
ened all leftists. This indicates that at least this part of the RAF narra-
tive had fallen on fertile ground. Indeed, the fact that the libertarian 
Spontis felt rather caged in by West Germany’s ordered democracy and 
sought autonomous zones for their own lifestyles, made them vulnera-
ble to the RAF ideology. ‘The comrades of the RAF had taken up the 
challenge: their life and death hunger strike was their last instrument to 
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regain “normal” prisoners’ rights, to create a new base, to live and to 
fight’. In response, the Spontis suggested foremost to denunciate ‘tor-
ture’ through militant protests, but also through working together with 
liberal bourgeois institutions and individuals. Only in this way—in the 
Marxist terms they used: only by profiting from the internal divisions 
within the ruling bourgeoisie—could the maltreatment of RAF prisoners 
be stopped. In this light, von Drenkmann’s murder was ‘no positive con-
tribution to the fight against isolation torture, because it had worsened 
the conditions for the fight’.86

Der Lange Marsch group was far more critical of the RAF. Their 
name of course referred to 1960s’ Berlin student leader Rudi Dutschke’s 
appeal to his fellow-activists to take ‘the long march through the insti-
tutions’ as an alternative to revolution. His was a strategy to enlighten 
and mobilise the masses through new forms of deliberative participatory 
democracy that also included ongoing transparent self-reflection. In con-
trast to the Spontis, the editors of Der Lange Marsch did not feel much 
guilt about their earlier lack of actual support for the prisoners. Because 
of the RAF’s self-inflicted political isolation and of the internal divisions 
of the left, only ‘solidarity with the victims’ of the detention system was 
possible. It was hard to demand, however, that the authorities would 
simply respect fundamental human rights when the RAF and many oth-
ers on the left did not seem genuinely interested in these rights. Because 
of this, leftist protest against inhumane prison conditions ‘[to] a high 
degree […] lacked credibility’.87 For a short moment, Der Lange Marsch 
argued, the death of Meins had presented a unique opportunity to over-
come these difficulties. Judge von Drenkmann’s murder, however, had 
spoiled it all. Right-wing media and politicians had immediately grabbed 
their chance to stifle liberal commentators who had first pleaded for bet-
ter prison conditions and now found themselves associated with mur-
der. In other words: ‘The murder of Drenkmann could not have come 
at a better time for the counter-revolution’. Moreover, the killing stood 
for such a different view of what socialism entailed that it scared nearly 
everyone away, including the workers who would flock to authoritarian 
politicians on the right.88

Leading Voices

The scope of this chapter only allows for an impression of the leading 
voices in the debate on the left triggered by Meins’s death. A liberal  
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voice of significant moral authority was the author Heinrich Böll, 
winner of the 1972 Nobel prize for literature. Earlier, he had contro-
versially pleaded for clemency towards Meinhof and demanded respect 
for the rule of law, even when dealing with left-wing terrorists. Later, in 
1974, Böll was so utterly disgusted by the murder of von Drenkmann 
that he strongly criticised the killers and those on the left who subse-
quently called for solidarity with the RAF.89 A more elaborate response 
came from social psychologist Peter Brückner of Hanover Technical 
University. From the late 1960s Brückner had been an intellectual men-
tor to the radical left, enjoying some popularity within student circles. 
He shared much of the distrust towards official West German democ-
racy that the Spontis voiced as well; in fact, he may well have inspired 
them through a widely read critique of Western democracy that he pub-
lished in 1967.90 Brückner was a typical representative of those advocat-
ing critical solidarity towards the RAF. On the one hand, he criticised 
their choice to wage armed struggle while a German revolutionary mass 
movement was still nowhere to be found. On the other, he refused to 
distance himself from the comrades in arms, making a similar distinction 
between legitimacy and expediency as many Irish nationalists showed. In 
late 1970 he had even given shelter to a fugitive Ulrike Meinhof, which 
nearly cost him his job as professor two years later when the police found 
out. In 1975, together with his partner Barbara Sichtermann, he wrote a 
highly critical analysis of the RAF hunger strike strategy, which doubled 
as a warning to those on the left who felt compelled to join the armed 
struggle. The hunger strike, they wrote,

is meant to cause polarization: especially on the West German left – it aims 
to separate those who in the eyes of the RAF ruin everything they touch, 
the damned liberals and the opportunistic pigs, from those from whose 
midst the RAF hope to recruit their co-fighters or successors.91

Seen in this light, the hunger strikes were less non-violent as they 
seemed, Brückner and Sichtermann warned. In fact, they were ‘a call to 
arms’.92

Overall, Rudi Dutschke, who had been the most prominent face of 
West German student protest in the 1960s, provides the most intrigu-
ing example of a leading voice reacting to the hunger strike campaign 
of 1974–1975. Although he had toyed with the idea of ‘armed strug-
gle’ almost ten years before, Dutschke had come to disapprove of the 
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method, not least because for revolutionaries going ‘underground’ 
meant isolating themselves from the masses. Moreover, as a strategy, 
hunger strike appalled him. In a 1977 diary entry he even called it ‘sui-
cide’, a way to evade one’s responsibility to really confront power.93 
Nevertheless, he held to a position of ‘critical solidarity’ towards the 
RAF and openly criticised the situation behind bars. Hearing of Meins’s 
death, Dutschke reacted very emotionally, as again his diary testifies: 
‘Now another one has fallen, H.M. died in prison’.94 Ten days later, 
accompanied by RAF lawyer Otto Schily, Dutschke witnessed the bur-
ial. Standing at Meins’s grave, he suddenly raised his fist and exclaimed: 
‘Holger, the struggle continues!’ It was a media spectacle that was easily 
misinterpreted as a straightforward show of support for the RAF. In a 
letter to Der Spiegel, Dutschke explained that he had just meant to stress 
the need to continue the struggle for the oppressed.95 In another open 
letter to a newspaper he also condemned the murder of von Drenkmann; 
there was nothing to justify the killing of this ‘antifascist-social-dem-
ocrat’ judge.96 At the same time, Dutschke paid a very private visit to 
RAF member Jan Carl Raspe in his cell. Although the prisoner verbally 
attacked him, Dutschke still felt a bond. He remained set on convinc-
ing Raspe and the other RAF members to return to other ways of rev-
olutionary politics. Another visit to Raspe was however denied, because 
Dutschke was considered a RAF supporter by the state after the scene at 
Meins’s burial.97

Conclusion

Our aim in this chapter was to explore the role of the environment of 
terrorists in terrorist–state conflicts and how it can help us understand 
democracy’s dilemmas when facing adversaries. Our critical evaluation of 
the way the societal surround of terrorists has so far been studied, con-
cluded that it had not received the level of attention that would fit its 
importance in the survival of terrorist organisations. Moreover, some 
researchers who realise its importance, have taken a rather narrow view 
of the terrorist environment, which has led to a one-sided focus on its 
function as a supplier of direct practical support and new recruits, while 
downplaying its workings as a resource of justification for the struggle. 
Regarding the societal and political dynamics around terrorism such 
research seems to miss the crucial point that terrorists challenge ruling 
concepts of democracies and posit alternatives to them. To overcome 
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this, we presented a broader conceptualisation of the environment that 
we termed the terrorist constituency, covering all those who share cer-
tain views about the ideal structure of society with a terrorist organisa-
tion and who are potentially receptive to its ideology and the messages 
implicit in its acts. This then led us to outline a practical exploration of 
the concept through comparative research of two comparable, simultane-
ous cases, the Irish nationalist community and the IRA and the German 
radical left and the RAF.

What can be concluded based on these two limited case studies about 
the role of the constituency in the terrorist–state conflict and the clash 
of competing concepts of democracy in terrorist–state conflicts? Firstly, 
it has become clear that the two antagonists in both cases were very well 
aware of the importance of the constituency. In front of these first audi-
ences all made the case through their symbolic acts and their concrete 
words to have the better claim on being the legitimate representatives 
of the people. The terrorists, however, made more of an effort to influ-
ence their first audience than the states that generally tried to evade the 
political argument. The IRA in particular paid a lot of attention to influ-
encing the broader perception of events. The media in this case played a 
relatively neutral role, generally transmitting events and the arguments of 
both sides fairly objectively. However, it is clear they also tried to affect 
the interpretation of events by the constituency.98

In comparison, the RAF, with its leadership in prison, was more reli-
ant on others to spread its narrative. It held great sway over lawyers and 
activists, but had a harder time controlling the perception of events by 
its wider constituency. Apart from that, it tried to reach liberal-minded 
Germans by staging media events, such as around Meins’s death or the 
Sartre visit. Although it cannot be proven that these had any additional 
impact on the radical left, the mainstream media were eager to report on 
such events and, as opinion polls show, by doing this they projected the 
RAF into nearly every West German household. At such times the state 
narrative threatened to be drowned out by the RAF framing. In general, 
however, this was balanced out by a general disinterest in the discussion 
of prison conditions and by a tendency to give equal voice to declara-
tions and opinions of West German officials.

The debates within the constituency seem to have been clearly deter-
mined by the societal context and this in turn had a lot to do with the 
prevailing opinion on the state of democracy. In the Irish case, the IRA 
actually challenged two societies. In Northern Ireland, the legitimacy of 
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the struggle was hardly an issue within the constituency, but a majority  
still rejected the expediency of the use of force. Nevertheless, many 
leading activists not associated with republicanism and other less vocal 
elements within the constituency were willing to associate themselves 
openly with the cause of the prisoners and thus with republicanism. The 
expediency question was thus not a fundamental issue even for those 
who rejected the use of force. To some extent this also applied to the 
more narrowly defined radical left in West Germany. In the Republic, the 
situation was comparable to that in the North but different in relation 
to the expediency question. Although the legitimacy of the objectives of 
the IRA were not widely disputed, there was only a very small group of 
people who really supported the armed struggle. The state was therefore 
much better able to use its law and order argument, even in cases where 
the injustice frame and the accusation that the state was acting at the bid-
ding of the British State had convinced many. The expediency was thus 
not widely accepted in contrast to the situation in Northern Ireland.

In West Germany, the overall goal of a social and political revolution 
had many subscribers on the left, but most sympathisers and supporters 
only spoke out in favour of the RAF in protest against their treatment in 
prison. Just a handful of those who took to the streets actually supported 
the underground organisation in its armed struggle. Many left-wing 
periodicals and several of the leading voices copied at least parts of the 
RAF’s narrative, but they were far more ambivalent about their urban 
guerrilla strategy. In fact, as in the Republic of Ireland, most within the 
constituency rejected the expediency of taking up arms against the state. 
Moreover, the statements by Brückner and Dutschke even doubted the 
morality of ever using violence for political purposes, although they did 
not rule it out completely.

At first glance, similarities between the ideas of the RAF and the con-
cepts of democracy behind reactions of their environment may seem to 
indicate an influence of the terrorists on the constituency. It is however 
far more likely that their shared background in 1960s protest culture 
and the continual exchange within the ensuing ‘movement family’ of the 
1970s are the cause of that parallel thinking. Carefully analysed, the con-
cepts of democracy underlying most reactions were clearly more prom-
ising with regard to eventual integration of this milieu in non-violent, 
pluralist politics than the state dared to believe. Regarding the RAF, 
the conclusion should therefore be that they succeeded in raising atten-
tion to their plight and their narrative of suppression and resistance, but 
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largely failed to capitalise on this for a further boost in their popularity 
and influence. Still, the handful of activists that were triggered by the 
hunger strikes to join them, already sufficed to grant the RAF a second 
lifespan through a new generation of terrorists.

The IRA, although it succeeded fairly well in the initial phases in 
mobilising support for the defendants, did not convince the masses in 
Ireland either. In the long run, however, they were helped by these cases 
in generating widespread sympathy, in particular among the population 
in the Irish Republic. The portrayal of the state as unfair in its treatment 
of Republicans appears to have struck a chord with the populace, thereby 
maintaining a potential base of support for the objectives and, to some 
extent, even for the methods used by the Republicans. It is however 
hard to distinguish between support for either the objectives or means 
of the IRA from the sympathy which was generated among more neutral 
observers for the plight of people on hunger strike or apparently subject 
of state repression.

Although just a preliminary result based on a selective set of sources, 
the case studies presented here suggest that the way terrorist constitu-
encies respond to a terrorist–state conflict plays an important role in the 
development of conflict. The state as well as terrorist movements pay a 
lot of attention to generating support among a wide section of the ter-
rorist constituency for the legitimacy and to some extent to the expe-
diency of their position. Through the framing of their plight in terms 
that the terrorist constituency is receptive to, terrorists deliberately try 
to influence its interpretation of the conflict. The extent to which in par-
ticular terrorist movements are successful in generating support in this 
manner is clearly an important factor in their ability to sustain the fight, 
both in finding the personal and material support but also in finding jus-
tification for it.

Although we have seen that it is much easier for such movements to 
get attention for their position than for the state, it appears to be very 
difficult to translate that in actual support. Leading activists are often 
willing to lend credence to their position, while minor contributors pro-
vide ammunition and groups of silent contributors engage in street pro-
tests, but in most of these activities the emphasis lies on expressions of 
sympathy with the plight and overall goals of terrorists rather than sup-
port for their fight. It is important to note, however, that the extent to 
which the authorities confuse these can actually exacerbate the situation.
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The behaviour of both sides and also the successes of all parties 
involved can therefore only be truly understood if the response in this 
constituency becomes part of the analysis. Setting these developments 
centre stage and using a broader concept of the constituency, including 
not just those giving active support but all those who potentially agree 
with the objectives of the terrorists, enriches our knowledge of terror-
ist–state confrontations with the societal and political context in a degree 
of nuance that has hitherto been largely ignored. Although just a first 
step in getting to grips with the heterogeneity of terrorist constituen-
cies, putting the debate within the constituency centre stage and distin-
guishing between three kinds of contributors has overall proved effective.  
It clearly helped to shed light on the efforts of various people within the 
constituencies of the IRA and the RAF to maintain their own concep-
tions of democracy and political agendas while the terrorist–state conflict 
raged on. We can conclude that further study of what goes on in the 
constituencies holds the promise of a better understanding which may 
help us explain the lifespan of terrorist movements. Moreover, it may 
even enable us to recognise voices within terrorist constituencies that 
support the legitimacy of the terrorists’ objectives but oppose the expe-
diency of the strategy of armed struggle and thus provide an inroad for 
establishing a different non-violent form of dialogue with them.
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