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ABSTRACT 

In 2019, protests rippled across six continents affecting democracies and 

autocracies alike with such fervor that journalists repeatedly declared it the year of the 

street protest. Despite globalization and mobile technologies, contentious politics largely 

continue to take shape through the performances, narratives, and materialities of the 

street. That is, contentious politics take on particular place characteristics and thus must 

be studied in diverse places.  

This dissertation examines the contentious politics of Germany, a western 

democracy with a convoluted political history and memory culture. With its cautionary 

tale of the Nazi movement turned regime, Germany provides an especially valuable 

context within which to study social memory’s relationship with contentious politics. 

Based on ten months of fieldwork in Dresden, Berlin, and Munich, this dissertation 

demonstrates how contentious political actors engage in memory politics and perform, 

narrate, and employ the materialities of place to (re)mediate multiscalar memories. 

Inspired by Charles Tilly’s repertoires of contention, the stock of performances and 

tactics available to contentious political actors, the dissertation examines the role of place 

memories in present-day contentious politics through corporeal, spatial, and 

representational repertoires.  

Corporeal repertoires refer to repeat performances in which meaning making is 

achieved through the protesting body. As captivating as its visuality may be, it is often 

the protesting body’s aurality that first signals its presence to passersby. Music, from 

spontaneous to studio creations, are core to protest soundscapes and the efforts of 
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contentious political actors to reconstruct place. Illustrated through original and 

appropriated songs, protesting bodies can wield music’s tripartite of meaning making—

musical composition, lyrical content, and performance context—to build solidarity, recall 

a social memory, move bodies to desired political actions, or reimagine geographies.  

Spatial repertoires shift from the protesting body’s corporeality to its meaning 

making through mobility in urban space. Protesting bodies, as remembering bodies, 

occupy or weave together memory places to create new spatial narratives and in turn to 

(re)construct urban memoryscapes. As placelings, protesters mediate the connections 

between memory and place and engage in memory work for themselves, for the cities 

they envision, and/or for a larger imagined community. As exemplified through a 

historical spatial analysis of Munich digitally mapping 170 years of protest actions 

(1848–2019), certain places within a given locality become centers of contentious 

political action because of the deep histories they signify.   

Shifting from the visible protester to the concealed street artist, representational 

repertoires refer to meaning making through visual media intimately engaged with the 

materiality of place. Street art sometimes interacts with institutional memory sites 

(memory site interactant), but more often floats freely in the larger urban memoryscape 

thereby transforming liminal spaces into memory places (floating mnemonic actant). 

Already acknowledged for its placemaking capacity, street art’s mnemonic capacity to 

push, pull, and play with place memories is demonstrated through various examples 

commemorating anniversaries, drawing historical analogies, time-shifting historical 

figures, returning to “better” times, and crafting nascent memories.  
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Evidenced by these chapters, German contentious politics, whether working for a 

cause or for a political identity, are steeped in social memories and rooted in the meaning 

making of place. Understood within the wider context of the present democratic crisis, I 

argue that social memory has become unmoored from the historical past and increasingly 

mythic in character, especially on the right. Just as democracy suffers from post-truthism 

and tribalism, so too does social memory. In fact, the memory problem may very well be 

exacerbating the democratic one. The presence of this problem in Germany, a nation so 

praised for its memory culture and handling of its dark past, casts great doubt on what 

constitutes a healthy memory culture. To restore the health of liberal democracies, 

societies must revisit their relationship to the past. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE RISING TIDE OF A MEMORY PROBLEM 

For blocks on end, the street’s greenery had been streaked white 

with police vans. One after the other, they stood in place as if to contain 

the protestors’ electrical charge. An amorphous galaxy of bodies gathered 

at the Higher Regional Court of Munich; the protesters spilled out onto 

Nymphenburger Straße, once the princely path to the baroque “Castle of 

the Nymph.” The discordant hum of the crowd mimicked its nebulous 

shape—present but not yet coordinated. I strolled the perimeter 

eavesdropping on the cacophony. Personal, political, and logistical 

conversations interlaced one another. What route would today’s 

demonstration take? Who had attended the morning rally? Had anyone 

noticed Die Wölfe Sind Zurück1 statues on temporary display for the 

protest? Most stood in the slight discomfort of the pause with the 

occasional restless body in orbit. We waited for the call and the first 

forward movement to begin our demonstration walk through the city.  

Awkward in my own body, I took in theirs. A bearded man in a 

black message tee: “Make Racists Afraid Again.” A grey-haired couple 

with Nordic walking poles. A young woman in dreadlocks holding one 

corner of a lavender Antifa banner, “Ob CSU oder AFD / Stoppt den 

Rechtsruck / In der BRD.”2 A spectacled man carrying a German 

Communist Party flag with the image of the revolutionary Rosa 

Luxemburg.3 A mother with a toddler riding piggy-back. The media were 

here, too. Some circled as I did, while others turned their lenses to 

journalists in standups or interviews with participants.  

Inaudible speech followed the screech of a microphone. Pause 

became movement, and as the bodies gathered in collective motion, they 

 

1 The Wolves are Back. In 2016, German artist Rainer Opolka created a statue exhibition 

of eight anthropomorphized wolf figures representing groups of people who contribute to 

racism, xenophobia, and violence in Germany. The NSU Man figure was displayed at this 

demonstration along with handheld miniatures of the figure backgrounded by a yellow 

sign, “Wölfe bitte nicht füttern / Nationalismus gebiert Gewalt / Europa sei wachsam” 

[Please don’t feed the wolves / Nationalism breeds violence / Europe be vigilant].   

2 Whether CSU or AfD / stop the shift to the right / in the FRG. See Appendix A for 

explanation of political bodies.  

3 Rosa Luxemburg, born in Poland, was the revolutionary socialist who helped found the 

KPD in 1919 and was famously executed along with Karl Liebknecht as part of the 

German Revolution of 1918–1919. 
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resembled something more organic, more animalistic. Contained on three 

sides by banners, the front half of the procession moved down the street 

like a terrestrial cousin of the whale shark. Walking in step with the 

bannered beast, I acted at times as a suckerfish, taking in the signs, 

gestures, and chants of the crowd, and at others as a pilot fish, taking 

protection among the bodies to observe their impact on the surroundings.   

The beast’s voice resounded: “[call:] One solution [response:] 

revolution;” “Es gibt / kein Recht / auf Nazi Propaganda;”4 

“Nationalismus raus aus den Köpfen [rhythmic clap].”5 

Between the waves of chants, music reverberated from the sound 

truck, such as Gil Scott-Heron’s “Who’ll Pay Reparations on My Soul?” 

Traveling up and down the collective body, I lingered at the head of the 

procession. There, just in front of the clothen barrier, the color portraits 

held high by loved ones were the reasons for this assembled body. These 

victims of neo-Nazi violence arose from the dead through the bodies of 

their loved ones to take part in a protest against their murderers.  

The revived forms led the great beast through the city passing 

places of remembrance, sanctioned and unsanctioned—a square Memory 

Loops sign, a FCK/NZS sticker, the Memorial to the Victims of Nazi 

Tyranny. In step with the protesting body, these places took on new 

meaning, as a problem believed past reared its head demanding continued 

attention. As the beast rounded the corner it widened to fill the breadth of 

the street with its back to Odeonsplatz. The destination of the Bavarian 

State Ministry of Finance and Heimat6 reached, the protesting body 

returned to its amorphous shape once more—assembled but not 

organized. Many sat in place as speeches—in part directed at the officials 

within the ministry—followed from the sound truck. The aggrieved voices 

demanding change danced in the air with the sounds of the World Cup 

semi-final from a nearby cafe screen. Once I detached myself from the 

protesting body and began the walk back to the apartment, I stumbled 

upon the signs once carried by participants now propped against the 

Memorial to the Victims of Nazi Tyranny—a reminder in the words of 

Faulkner, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”  

 

4 There is no right to Nazi propaganda. 

5 Nationalism out of the minds. 

6 Directly translated as homeland, Heimat has no clear English equivalent. Peter Blickle 

(2002) defines the term as a reference to a host of complex emotional attachments and 

identifications with a homeland. Originally in reference to a social, physical and 

imagined attachment to a local place, the term, according to Confino (1997b), 

transformed into a symbolic representation of the nation between the 1880s and 1920s. 
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Societies across the globe have once again reached a critical point in their 

experiments with nationalism and with liberal democracy. Multiscalar memories, which 

shape their character, are part and parcel to the latest wave of political contention. 

Political factions fight in the present not only to advocate for desired futures but also to 

define the past in ways that grant and legitimize desired identities. Among political elites 

these debates have taken the form of the UK’s “Brexit” referendum and Donald Trump’s 

backward-looking “Make America Great Again.” Far-right politics have surged making 

their way into governing bodies at all scales. Whether referring to the Rassemblement 

national (National Rally, formerly National Front) in France, Alternative für Deutschland 

(Alternative for Germany, AfD) in Germany, or Partij voor de Vrijheid (Party for 

Freedom) in the Netherlands, right-wing populist parties are challenging mainstay liberal 

democracies. Yet, the loudest and most visible of these debates are carried through the 

place-based contentious politics of public demonstrations and street art.  

For the last decade, protests have rippled across six continents affecting 

democracies and autocracies alike with fervor. From the exponential growth of the anti-

immigrant Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes (Patriotic 

Europeans Against the Islamisation of the Occident, PEGIDA7) movement at the close of 

2014 to the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020, contentious politics 

have come to dominate socio-political life. So frequent and widespread were these 

 

7 Although PEGIDA often appears as the neologism “Pegida” in media coverage and 

scholarship, the all caps presentation is used as a reminder that the group’s preferred 

name is an acronym.   
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ground-up interventions that journalists declared 2019 “the year of the protest” (Taub & 

Fisher, 2019, para. 1). The present cultural moment brings more questions about the 

relationship between democracy and social memory and how together they shape 

understandings of nation and its relationship to global others. Contentious politics may be 

born out of present concerns and fight for a better future, but protesters and street artists 

also implicitly and explicitly (re)mediate the past through content and form.  

Despite their unique cultural contexts, these phenomena are united by a concern 

for society’s relationship to the past and its implications for different collective identities. 

Different factions of the political right are united by a xenophobic fear of globalization’s 

perceived degradation of cultural identity and a nostalgic longing for isolationist, nativist 

nationalism. In contrast, groups on the left share a fear of resurging intolerance that 

threaten liberal democracies and a demand for historical justice accomplished by 

confronting dark pasts. Across the political spectrum, the intersection of social memory 

and contentious politics in the second decade of the 21st century is bound to deliver its 

own Carvillean slogan: It’s identity, stupid!8 Even as they share a common thread of 

identity concerns, these contentious politics take shape through the performances, 

narratives, and materialities of the street, and so they also take on particular place 

characteristics. As such, these contentious politics must be studied in diverse places.  

An Argument for the German Context 

 

8 Working for Bill Clinton, political strategist James Carville’s famous slogan for the 

1992 U.S. Presidential campaign was “It’s the economy, stupid!”  
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Germany provides an especially valuable context within which to study the 

relationships between social memory and contentious politics because of its notorious 

history of political extremes and its strong but contentious memory culture. The nation’s 

history of contentious politics is deep, but it is specifically the German experience with 

far-right and far-left movements-turned-abusive-states that became notorious across the 

globe. The Weimar Republic (1918–1933), the federal constitutional republic that 

replaced the monarchy of the German Empire (1871–1918), gave way to competing 

political parties, mass political organizing, and street battles between left- and right-wing 

factions (Chapman, 2018; Evans, 2003; Loberg, 2018). The Nazis were a movement born 

of this moment and the anti-Semetic stab-in-the-back myth promulgated by Weimar 

conservatives. As a movement turned state, Nazi Germany (1933–1945) forged an 

extreme and perverse nationalism that committed atrocious crimes against humanity 

(Evans, 2003). The two German states that followed Allied occupation took very 

different approaches to this dark past. The German Democratic Republic (GDR, 1949–

1990) dissociated from this past by attributing the problem of fascism to their Western 

counterparts and portraying themselves as victims of Nazism (Niven & Paver, 2010a). 

However, the communist state ultimately echoed characteristics of the predecessor it 

denied as it oppressed and committed violence against its own people. The Federal 

Republic of Germany (FRG, 1949–1990) slowly worked its way out of silence through its 

own victimhood narratives and placed the nation’s dark past at the forefront of its identity 

in the 1970s and 1980s. Thus, the FRG distinguished itself from Nazi Germany through a 

memory culture built upon contrition (Moses, 2007a, 2007b; Niven & Paver, 2010a). 
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Intent on restoring itself and its relations, it partnered with five other nations to establish 

the European Union, a multinational organization meant to unify the European 

community in the shadows of the continent’s historic violence. The newly unified 

German state exhibited “a degree of ‘cross-fertilization’” as the nation took up the GDR’s 

favored WWII-bombing victimhood narratives but transformed its memoryscape to 

memorialize the injustices of both the Nazi and SED-led states (Niven & Paver, 2010a, p. 

5). Unified Germany uses its dark pasts to act as a memory keeper of nationalism’s anti-

democratic abuses for the world.   

No other nation has put its dark past on such prominent display in its cities as 

Germany, and memory scholars have paid great attention to its world-renowned memory 

culture. However, this research largely focuses on efforts of the state (i.e., sanctioned 

memorials, museums, remembrance events, etc.) and/or intellectual and public debates in 

and around mass media (e.g., Dekel, 2013; Huyssen, 1995, 2003; Jordan, 2006; 

Kansteiner, 2006; Niven & Paver, 2010b; Simon, 2008; Till, 2005; J. E. Young, 1993). 

With the notable exception of Jenny Wüstenberg’s (2009, 2017) historical analysis of 

post-war memory activism, little of the abundant work on German memory culture has 

focused on the activism-memory relationship. Without addressing contentious politics, 

German memory scholars overlook the historical foundation of the memory culture they 

study. West German contentious politics as represented by the Geschichtsbewegung 

(history movement, focused on social histories) and Gedenkstättenbewegung (memorial 

site movement, focused on sites of Nazi terror) established the very principles of 

Germany’s highly praised memory culture (Wüstenberg, 2017, 2019). 
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Contentious politics remain important to understanding the fissures and cleavages 

of Germany’s present memory culture. As Jenny Wüstenberg (2009, 2017, p. 5) argues, 

“the continuing contention about Germany’s ‘dark past’ and its meaning for democratic 

governance cannot be understood without considering civic memory activism.” While the 

very emergence of German memory culture was the outcome of successful left-wing 

memory activism (Wüstenberg, 2009, 2017), it has come to produce a very different kind 

of memory activist on the right. Once primarily defined by trauma and shame, Germany’s 

present memoryscape is pluralistic offering a greater diversity of memories including 

positive memories of democratic revolution (Wüstenberg, 2019). However, as 

Wüstenberg (2019, p. 89) notes, the “distinct ‘code of conduct’” activists helped secure to 

guide state-funded remembrance and commemorative projects continues to prioritize 

some memories over others. In particular, “representatives of victims of Communist 

repression have felt sidelined and underrepresented—and this has created strategic 

openings for the new right, especially the Alternative for Germany (Alternative für 

Deutschland, AfD), to instrumentalize German memory politics” (Wüstenberg, 2019, p. 

89). Their strategy appears to be working. The far-right, anti-immigrant Eurosceptic AfD 

has steadily gained in polls even winning 12.6 percent in the 2017 federal election 

resulting in 94 seats in the Bundestag (ARD-aktuell & Tagesschau, 2017). PEGIDA, the 

Identitäre Bewegung (Identitarian Movement, IBD), and other far-right groups similarly 

engage memory politics for their own purposes. In turn, left-leaning and far-left groups 

engage in a variety of their own contentious political actions to respond and correct what 

they perceive to be abuses of German history and memory. As passionate “mnemonic 



 

8 

battles” (Zerubavel, 1996, p. 283, 2003, p. 2) continue, German memory culture clearly is 

not a monolith; it may be more appropriate to speak of German memory cultures.  

Identity remains the central issue in the memory battles past and present. 

Following the Second World War, Germans struggled to respond to the stigma of their 

spoiled collective identity. German identity bifurcated into what historian Dirk Moses 

(2007a, 2007b) refers to as the Non-German German, who disavows the collective self, 

and the German German, who seeks to repair the collective self. The Non-German 

German, not to be conflated with anti-Germans, responds to the stigma of German 

nationalism by forging a new collective identity centered in a condemnation of the 

stigmatized identity. Memorials became a physical manifestation to signal the 

international community of German willingness to cleanse the national community of its 

sins. Non-German Germans may favor regional, European or global identities over a 

national one (Moses, 2007a, 2007b). The German German denounces such efforts and 

looks to repair rather than replace the national identity by adopting strategies that make 

the past bearable. For example, German Germans view German history with a wide lens 

and refocus narratives on the thousand years of German history prior to the Nazis. To 

resolve the psychological dissonance—a moral and socially respected self but a 

stigmatized and culpable collective—they denationalize Nazism and the Holocaust. This 

denationalization of the past is often accomplished through causation arguments that shift 

the blame from the collective to charismatic individuals or societal forces (Moses, 

2007b). German Germans center their identities in notions of Heimat, which became 

symbolic of German suffering and innocence (Confino, 2006).  
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The Non-German German and the German German persist in socio-political 

discourse and are especially evident in contemporary contentious politics as left-leaning 

and right-leaning activists, respectively, take up these identities. As the analytical 

chapters demonstrate, left-leaning activists confront Germany’s dark past, demand that 

the opposition do the same, and disavow German nationalism while right-leaning 

activists delve deeper and deeper into German and European history to revive a positive, 

often romanticized and mythic, identity through which to restore a sense of pride.  

Despite the particularities of the German context, the general identity conflict 

situated in society’s relationship to the past is translatable to other contexts, especially the 

United States. Germany and the U.S. exemplify diametrically opposed approaches to 

difficult pasts, and yet, they are presently faced with a similar far-right problem. In the 

case of Germany, which long served as a model response to dark pasts, the renewed wave 

of far-right movements seeds doubt in the conventional wisdom about the rehabilitative 

power of education, public history, and a contrition-centered memory culture. In contrast, 

the United States is once again facing its Reconstruction era failures to (re)address its 

racist roots and slavery past. As exemplified by the removal of Confederate monuments 

and memorials following the 2017 “Unite the Right” protests in Charlottesville to the 

2020 killing of George Floyd, contentious political bodies are calling for a different 

relationship to the past. Deep memories regularly appear alongside branded protest 

paraphernalia at Trump rallies, such as references to 1776, prevalence of historical and 

historically inspired flags (e.g., Betsy Ross, Confederate, Gadsden), and use of Norse and 

Viking symbols. In contrast, groups on the left, such as Black Lives Matter, work to craft 
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nascent memories of police violence committed against black bodies in their calls for 

justice. Meanwhile, the administration, exemplified by President Trump’s 1776 

Commission, recommits to strategies of reticence under banners of patriotism escalating 

the mnemonic battle. As the United States case demonstrates, a dark past unaddressed 

will also continue to proverbially rear its ugly head. The reemergence of far-right cultures 

in response to such different memory cultures raises the question of what relationship to 

the past best ensures the health of a liberal democracy. By addressing the German 

memory problem and examining social memory in and by contemporary German 

contentious politics, this dissertation begins this very necessary conversation and offers a 

helpful starting point for other cultural contexts.  

As scholars, public intellectuals, politicians, and talking heads grapple with the 

Western world’s growing far-right, I argue the present political polarization problem is 

entangled with a memory problem borne of different understandings and relationships to 

the past. To investigate the intertwined relationship of social memory, contentious 

politics, and democracy, this project poses three research questions: (1) How do German 

contentious political actors across the political spectrum (re)mediate the past to voice 

their political contention? (2) How does social memory help German contentious political 

actors envision and advocate for their desired future? (3) How are place and mobility 

called upon to construct this temporal relationship? Offering a foundation for these 

questions, this chapter briefly defines social memory and contentious politics, considers 

media’s relationship to contentious politics, and outlines the demonstration route the 

dissertation takes.   
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Defining the Pillar Concepts 

To span the valley between memory studies and contentious politics, the pillar 

concepts of social memory and contentious politics must be defined. Different disciplines 

have developed the concept of social memory9 in distinct and often incompatible ways. 

Overextended and imprecise, social memory became indistinguishable from culture and 

identity (Gillis, 1994; Olick et al., 2011) and quickly entangled with the related concepts 

of history and myth. Moreover, social memory adds the complication of defying our 

commonsense understanding of memory as an individual phenomenon. People naturally 

gravitate toward psychological models of memory—i.e., memory as bound to the 

individual body and brain—in part because the role of the social is forgotten once reified 

and the human ego desires a distinctive identity (Halbwachs, 1950/1980; Olick et al., 

2011). For scholars adhering to a strictly psychological model of memory, “any 

attribution to a collective subject becomes unthinkable, derivative, or even frankly 

metaphorical” (Ricoeur, 2004, p. 94). 

Philosopher and sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, credited as the founding father 

of memory studies, breaks from the radically subjectivist notion of memory and 

 

9 Scholars use various terms to refer to the intersubjective remediations of the past that 

circulate in society: collective memory (dominant term, sociologists and communication 

scholars, North America), social memory (alternative term, sociologists and 

communication scholars), cultural memory (humanists, Europe), and public memory 

(historians and rhetoricians). However, the distinctions are largely heuristic 

(Maurantonio, 2017). I use social memory here not only because Maurice Halbwachs 

used it alongside collective memory, but also because of the clarity with which it 

highlights the phenomenon’s central characteristic and its ability to refer to memory at 

any scale of social organization, i.e., group, local, regional, national, global.  
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adamantly argues for memory’s fundamentally social character. Operating from an 

ontological position of the unwavering social nature of humankind, Halbwachs conceives 

of a collective memory “beyond Mind”—i.e., a memory within the intersubjective realm 

of social interaction (Halbwachs, 1950/1980; Ricoeur, 2004, p. 38). Thus, Halbwachs 

(1980) argues that people remember from within their position in various social groups. 

While he still assigns the act of remembering to individuals (as group members), he 

argues that memories, even deeply personal memories, are shaped by ideas and structures 

that originated outside of the individual and therefore are bound to different collectives. 

Individuals may vary in the intensity of their memories and draw on different aspects “of 

this common instrument;” however, their memories ultimately become subsumed and 

transformed by the collective, which has no personal consciousness (Halbwachs, 

1950/1980, p. 48). Minimizing the individual and positing a socially determinist view of 

memory, Halbwachs has ample critics.  

By addressing theoretical shortcomings, especially the concept’s fundamental 

problem of how memories are shared between people across space and time, these critics 

pushed Halbwachs’s concept of a social memory into the productive domain of media 

and communication. In a 1925 publication, Marc Bloch (1925/2011, p. 153) argues, “at 

least a part of what we are referring to is simply everyday communication between 

individuals” rather than a strictly psychological phenomenon. Likewise, Wulf Kansteiner 

(2002) uses the example of social forgetting to argue the phenomenon at hand is 

inherently material, dependent on communication, and driven by social, political, and 

cultural factors, not psychological ones. As an intersubjective phenomenon, social 
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memory must eventually take material form (Zelizer, 1995) and thus is intimately tied to 

media and communication technologies—from primeval corporeal mnemonics to modern 

constructions of place to emergent augmented reality. Jeffrey Olick and Joyce Robbins 

(1998, p. 113) contend, “it is virtually impossible to discuss collective memory without 

highlighting historical developments in the material means of memory transmission.” 

With the demise of lived memory (milieux de mémoire) characteristic of agrarian 

societies, memory technologies (lieux de mémoire) play an increasingly important role in 

countering the widening gap between societies and their pasts (Erll, 2011a; Huyssen, 

1995; Nora, 1989). Scholars studying media and communication are uniquely equipped 

to address the mediation of social memory—the import of which memory scholars writ 

large acknowledge (Hirsch & Smith, 2002; Huyssen, 2003; Kansteiner, 2002; Zelizer, 

1995; Zerubavel, 1996). Communication—its processes, discourses, and materialities—is 

at the heart of social memory and by moving beyond a psychological domain into a 

mediated one, social memory became a more viable concept.  

As a phenomenon, contentious politics has a deep history, but as a scholarly 

concept, it only began to gain traction in the 2000s (Tarrow, 2015). Contentious politics 

raged in the nineteenth-century and served as the impetus for many key European 

thinkers whose social theories defined the social sciences (Cox & Fominaya, 2013). As 

challenges to social order, contentious politics posed a problem for early social theory 

and its obsession with order—an academic subject and an academic achievement (Eder, 

2015). Despite its marginal existence as an academic field (Eder, 2015), contentious 
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politics defined European history and in turn European thought and social theory writ 

large (Cox & Fominaya, 2013).  

The field has woven a path from macro-level structures and historical materialism 

(mid 19th century) (Cox & Fominaya, 2013) through “collective behavior” in crowd-

based theories and mass society (late 19th century to 1960s) to “collective action” in 

rational choice, resource mobilization, and political process/political opportunities (1960s 

and 1970s) (Almeida, 2019; Jasper, 1997, p. 23). Though the latter approaches continue 

to dominate the field, social constructionism and new social movements theory (mid-

1980s) developed to consider what previous approaches could not, namely the cultural 

and symbolic processes of collective action. More recently, contentious politics scholars 

are considering narrative to shift the focus from cognition to signification and better 

address meaning-making processes (Davis, 2002a). A narrative approach usefully 

broadens the theoretical and methodological toolbox of social movement scholars and 

works toward “neglected cultural dimensions” including identity, emotions, and the often 

overlooked dimensions of time and space (Davis, 2002a, p. 10; G. A. Fine, 2002). 

Amidst this theoretical evolution, one can also trace the shifts in nomenclature for 

the phenomenon studied. Replacing “collective behavior” with “collective action” in the 

1960s and 1970s assigned greater agency to contentious political actors and also reflected 

scholars’ emerging sympathy for their subjects (Almeida, 2019; Jasper, 1997, p. 23). The 

widespread adoption of “social movements” further transformed scholarly and public 

understandings of contentious political action under formal organizations that amass 

available resources to mobilize political action to influence and shift power structures 
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(Almeida, 2019; Davis, 2002a; Jasper, 1997). The concept was actually coined in 1842 

when German sociologist Lorenz von Stein spoke of a “soziale Bewegung” (social 

movement) in his study of the French Revolution (von Stein, 1848, p. vii). However, as 

part of the early European scholarship excised from the field’s intellectual history (Cox & 

Fominaya, 2013), the term only fully took hold of scholarly discourses in the twentieth 

century as social movements “became widely available as a means of popular claim 

making” (Tilly & Tarrow, 2015, p. 11). Social movement, like social memory, quickly 

found itself overextend as scholars applied the term to all manner of contention. In turn, 

the concept lost the specific characteristics and historical context that defined social 

movements within a broader arena of contentious politics (Tilly & Tarrow, 2015).   

 Since the 2000s, “contentious politics” is increasingly the term of choice among 

scholars and refers to a broader field of political action (Tarrow, 2015; Tilly, 1995; Tilly 

& Tarrow, 2015). Charles Tilly coined the term in the 1970s, but it would take another 

two decades for other scholars to look past his historical applications and apply the 

concept to their own work. In particular, the events of September 11th and the emerging 

concern of terrorism forced scholars to expand their notion of political contention to 

include less formally organized and more violent forms (Tarrow, 2015). As Tilly and 

Sidney Tarrow (2015) use the term, contentious politics blends contention, collective 

action and politics. Specifically, contentious politics refers to “interactions in which 

actors make claims bearing on other actors’ interests [contention], leading to coordinated 

efforts on behalf of shared interests or programs [collective action], in which 

governments are involved as targets, initiators of claims, or third parties [politics]” (Tilly 
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& Tarrow, 2015, p. 7). The terms conceptual breadth allows consideration of less formal 

and even seemingly disembodied forms of political contention, such as street art. 

Furthermore, the concept breaks from social movement’s analytical focus on specific 

objects and instead aims the analytical lens at “the relational mechanisms in the fields of 

contention” (Tarrow, 2015, p. 87; Tilly & Tarrow, 2015). The relational focus is 

especially helpful given this project’s aim of understanding the temporal and spatial 

relationships forged through contentious politics as well as the relations among 

contentious political actors across the political spectrum. 

Contentious Politics and Media 

Media play a constitutive role in contentious politics, especially in social 

movements, from identity and mobilization to performances of contention. Indeed, the 

study of social movements matured just as contentious politics became perpetually 

entangled with mass media (Cammaerts et al., 2013). Whereas early to mid-twentieth 

century movements faced an especially asymmetrical relationship with mass media, late 

twentieth and early twenty-first century movements developed tactics to shift this 

relationship (Bennett & Segerberg, 2015; Rucht, 2013). Frustrated by either negative or 

lacking media coverage, movements began to practice what Dieter Rucht (2013, p. 257) 

calls the “quadruple A”: abstaining from mass media, attacking mass media for supposed 

bias, adapting political action to mass media values, and/or competing with mass media 

via alternative media. The emergence of Internet-based media offered movements an 

even greater corrective to the asymmetrical relationship with mass media (Rucht, 2013). 

Some declared that Internet and mobile networks would usher in “a new communication 
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order” (Bennett & Segerberg, 2015, p. 372) and be “a new panacea for social movements 

and activists” (Cammaerts et al., 2013, p. 3; Mattoni, 2013). However, these emerging 

media have not entirely liberated contentious politics from mass media nor have they 

supplanted the various media of the body that accompany corporeal protest (Bennett & 

Segerberg, 2015; Rucht, 2013). Instead, the streets of contentious political action exhibit 

a complex interplay of various media practices and representations that are vital to the 

birth, life, and legacy of contentious political actors and their movements.   

Few scholars have successfully represented the larger media environment of real 

world protests often emphasizing one type of media to the exclusion of others 

(Cammaerts et al., 2013; Mattoni, 2013). Of those who have, Marwan Kraidy (2006, 

2016, 2017) is particularly helpful as he offers the concept of “hypermedia space” in 

understanding the interplay of these diverse media. Contentious politics unfold in a 

“networked communicative environment” created through the convergence of different 

media technologies (Kraidy, 2017, p. 166). This hypermedia space “links streets, walls, 

cameras, mobile devices, blogs, and social media” (Kraidy, 2016, p. 32). At the center of 

hypermedia space is the body, which acts “as a chief operator and vital sense-making 

device” (Kraidy, 2016, p. 168). Activists continue to engage in “image politics” and stage 

“image events” for mass media with their embodied protests to extend their contentious 

politics in space and time (DeLuca, 1999, p. 2; Khatib, 2013). These assembled bodies 

also take up the images and slogans of alternative media (e.g., signs, message t-shirts, 

buttons, stickers, etc.) while personalities from these outlets become celebrated speakers 

on makeshift stages. Equipped with smartphones, participants and bystanders alike 
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document protest actions through images, videos, and livestreams for social media. As 

Zizi Papacharissi (2015) illustrates in her discussion of affective publics, these 

storytelling social media invite others to imagine and feel themselves into assembled 

bodies far removed from their own physical reality. Physically assembled bodies aware 

of this capacity also imagine themselves into digital spaces as they capture their political 

actions for social media. Thus, online mobilizations and offline mobilizations are 

entangled with one another and shaped by non-linear affective flows through mediated 

networks (Papacharissi, 2015). In all of these cases, the body—its physical presence in 

the street and its relationship to place (Khatib, 2013)—remains the lynchpin to the 

diverse media in hypermedia space. 

Yet, in contrast to Kraidy’s (2006, 2016, 2017) hypermedia space and 

Papacharissi’s (2015) affective publics, too often media scholars continue to overlook the 

body as they focus on contentious politics in relationship to mass media or to mobile 

technologies and the Internet. Responding to this tendency, the body—its performances, 

its narratives, its representations—serves as this dissertation’s focus within the 

hypermedia spaces of contentious politics in Dresden, Berlin, and Munich. In doing so, 

the relationships among assembled bodies and place come to the fore in ways that may 

help to illuminate the driving concern exacerbating the present memory problem in 

democratic societies, namely identity and its spatial presence.     

The Dissertation’s Demonstration Route 

To contend that memory and spatiality are central to present political impasses, 

the dissertation takes to the street and offers a demonstration route of its own. Building 



 

19 

on the foundational understanding of social memory and contentious politics offered in 

this chapter, Chapter 2 begins to build a bridge between these two areas through the 

concepts of identity, place, and mobility. The scholarly work emerging at the “memory-

activism nexus” (Rigney, 2018, p. 372) is discussed and understood as addressing 

memory of, in, and by activism. The chapter concludes with the project’s methods.  

Inspired by Tilly’s repertoires of contention, the three analytical chapters that 

follow respectively engage the corporeal, spatial, and representational repertoires of 

German contentions politics. Corporeal repertoires, as defined here, refer to those repeat 

performances in which the meaning making of the protesting body comes to fore. Place 

memories pervade the symbols worn on or carried by the body (e.g., Rosa Luzemburg t-

shirt, Wirmer flag) as well as the language used on signs, in chants, and in speeches (e.g., 

“Lügenpresse,” “Wir sind das Volk”). As expansive as corporeal repertoires can be, 

Chapter 3 focuses on protest music, which serve as powerful group performances of 

collective identity, social memory, and collective political action (Eyerman, 2002; 

Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). With consideration given to musical composition, lyrical 

content, and performance context, place—present, past, and future—pervaded the protest 

musicscape across the political spectrum as an expression of political problems and 

solutions. Through its performance, protest music works as a negotiation to reimagine 

space, place, and socio-political geographies in the image of the protesting body.  

Driven by the relationship between place and mobility, Chapter 4 examines how 

protesting bodies move through urban space, how they construct and reconstruct urban 

memoryscapes, and how they act as remembering bodies weaving together memory 
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places to create new spatial narratives for their cities. That is, the chapter engages 

protesters’ spatial repertoires, which weave place narratives into meaning making 

through contentious occupation of or movement between places. Using illustrations from 

all three fieldsites, the chapter considers the three core spatial forms of protest—rallies, 

linear demonstration routes, and circular demonstration routes—and the types of 

mnemonic spatial narratives they encourage. The chapter then uses digital mapping to 

offer an in-depth historical spatial analysis of Munich plotting 170 years (1848–2019) of 

protest actions to understand the importance of place for various social movements 

operating in the city. The chapter illustrates the protesting body is a remembering body 

that wields place and mobility to author spatial narratives for its cause and political being. 

Long after the assembled bodies of street protests disperse, contentious politics 

continue in the disembodied representations of street art. Chapter 5 discusses the 

representational repertoires of street artists who engage social memory and contentious 

politics through various forms, such as graffiti, stencils, paste ups, murals, and stickers. 

The chapter works to close a gap in street art literature by demonstrating the mnemonic 

potential of street art. Unsanctioned, interventionist works seek to reclaim public space 

and push, pull, and play with hegemonic memory narratives as they do so. Street art 

serves as a mnemonic actant in the absence of the street artist’s body by engaging social 

memory through its subject matter, the sites where it is affixed, and sometimes even 

through the materials it incorporates. As such, it occasionally acts in lieu of official 

memorials, sometimes interacts with institutional memory sites, or more frequently 

transforms liminal spaces into memory places.  
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Evidenced by these chapters, German contentious politics, whether working for a 

cause or for a political being, are steeped in social memories and rooted in the meaning 

making of place. Chapter 6 returns to the present memory problem as understood through 

the socio-material relations of embodied protest and street art to argue that social memory 

has become unmoored from the historical past in ways that endanger liberal democracies. 

Even as some political bodies on the right continue to engage in fear discourses that 

sound the death knell of nation-states and local cultures, this dissertation demonstrates 

the vibrant political and mnemonic life of place-based contentious politics. The problem 

is not the decline of place—national or local—but rather the right’s ideological and 

rhetorical commitment to a mythic, bounded notion of place and rejection of a porous 

place that has long been our lived reality. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BRIDGING SOCIAL MEMORY AND CONTENTIOUS POLITICS  

Shaping identities, cultures, and social life, social memory is steeped in politics. 

Inherently partial and perspectival, the presence or absence of some memories over 

others is a political choice that serves the interests of particular communities (Confino, 

1997a; Maurantonio, 2017; Radstone & Schwarz, 2010). Through these choices, social 

memory shapes political landscapes, foregrounding or burying political imaginaries and 

reinforcing, challenging, or shifting who has power in society (Confino, 1997a; Radstone 

& Schwarz, 2010). On some level all memory work is political (Zelizer, 1995), but the 

study of memory politics specifically engages “the power relations that shape what is 

available to be remembered, who is permitted to remember, and the practices, occasions, 

and timing of remembering and forgetting” (Brendese, 2014, p. 2). Contestation is as part 

and parcel to social memory as mediation and therefore scholars must address social 

memory’s politics (Confino, 1997a; Radstone & Schwarz, 2010). However, memory and 

contentious politics scholars have yet to fruitfully bridge these fields. The failures to 

recognize and examine these connections limit theoretical advancements for both fields, 

and carry consequences for democracies currently struggling to construct and maintain a 

healthy relationship to the past. 

Much like its bridge with media and communication (Cammaerts et al., 2013), 

contentious politics studies’ bridge to memory studies has been subject to the intellectual 

blinders of academic disciplines. These blinders obscure the fields’ overlapping concerns 

for identity and narrative. In contentious politics, memory lingered in the background of 
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cultural approaches, unable to unseat identity and narrative as the primary focus. Even 

historical examinations tracing contentious politics over time, such as those by Charles 

Tilly (Tilly, 1995/2005, 2004a, 2004b), leave social memory as an implicit phenomenon. 

Tilly’s (2006, p. 30) “repertoires of contention” holds great promise as a bridge concept 

referring as it does to the mostly inherited actions and strategies available to contentious 

political bodies. Indeed, I would argue the concept is by its very character a social 

memory concept. Yet, Tilly (2006), who acknowledges the importance of historical and 

geographic context, stops short of grounding this concept in social memory. 

Memory scholars, especially outside of sociology, have further lagged behind any 

bridge building efforts. Even as they increasingly acknowledge social memory’s political 

dimensions, memory scholars have been slow to consider contentious politics. Given the 

field’s concern for national identity, much of the focus centers on the memory politics of 

states, cities, and cultural institutions, including political rhetoric, commemoration 

events, memorialization and place making, and other mediated representations (e.g., 

Colomb, 2012; Jordan, 2006; Polletta, 2003; Simon, 2008; Till, 2005; West, 2002). 

Eviatar Zerubavel (1996, p. 283, 2003, p. 2) offers the promising concept of “mnemonic 

battles,” a term that embraces social memory’s pluralistic and contentious character. 

However, as used, menmonic battles refer to contention within official political 

discourses, designated public forums from museum spaces to the European Union, or 

abstract cultural spaces, not within contentious political bodies assembled in the street.    

Memory studies and contentious politics scholars have just begun to productively 

merge their fields within the last decade. Geographically, this work has concentrated on 
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the the United States (e.g., Armstrong & Crage, 2006; Dwyer, 2006; Gongaware, 2010, 

2011; Griffin & Bollen, 2009; Harris, 2006; Kitch, 2020; Tetrault, 2014; Watson & Chen, 

2016) and southern European states (e.g., Hajek, 2013; Jerne, 2017; Zamponi, 2018) with 

a spattering of works in non-western contexts, such as Asia and South America (e.g., 

(Farthing & Kohl, 2013; Gonzalez Vaillant, 2013; Lee, 2014; Salmenkari, 2017). The 

attention scholars have paid to German contentious politics from historical (e.g., Burns & 

Van der Will, 1988; Kets & Muldoon, 2019; Mancini, 2010; Thönnessen, 1969; 

Whisnant, 2012, 2016) to contemporary movements (e.g., Berntzen & Weisskircher, 

2016; Bochum, 2020; Coury, 2016; Druxes, 2016; Önnerfors, 2019; Paukstat & 

Ellwanger, 2016; Schmidt, 2017; Virchow, 2016; Vorländer et al., 2018) does so in the 

absence of a memory focus, a peculiar development given Germany’s strong memory 

culture. The handful of exceptions has taken a narrow lens tracing the memories of 

specific historical movements (e.g., Hofmann, 2015; Merrill & Lindgren, 2018; 

Millington, 2014). Far more work remains to be done, especially concerning social 

memory within contemporary contentious politics in the German context. 

To contribute to this nascent intellectual exchange, this chapter builds a bridge 

between the interdisciplinary fields of memory studies and contentious politics studies 

through their shared concern for identity and their shared relationships to place and 

mobility. A discussion of walking, an essential part of my participant observation, 

follows as it binds the bridge concepts of identity, place, and mobility. Following the 

bridge’s theoretical frame, I turn to the emerging scholarship beginning to lay the planks 

of this bridge. Specifically, I outline how it addresses social memory of, in, and by 
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contentious politics—the latter two being of concern to this project. The chapter 

concludes with an account of the project’s methods.  

Identity: A Shared Concern 

Like most social phenomena, people feel an inherent understanding of identity but 

have difficulty defining it. The conceptual difficulty stems in part from its use as an 

individual and a collective concept, its multifariousness across persons, its multiplicity 

within a single person, and its paradoxical reference to sameness and difference (Lawler, 

2008). While some have troubled the concept of identity through its particular 

manifestations (e.g., Judith Butler [1990/2006] on gender and sex), Stuart Hall (1996) 

directly problematizes identity itself. As he argues, identity is in dire need of 

reformulation because of its implied essentialism. Hall (1996) offers the concept of 

“identification” (p. 2), a discursive construction that is “always ‘in process’” (p. 2), which 

actually shares key features with Butler’s (1990/2006) theory of performativity. Both 

Hall (1996, p. 4) and Butler (1990/2006) speak of a “process of becoming rather than 

being”—i.e., not an essentialism but rather a perpetual constitution of subjects. Hall’s 

conception of identity’s dynamism, though not his term, guides this dissertation. 

Despite the continued popularity of essentialist arguments among right-wing 

groups, especially with regard to race, ethnicity and nationality, no truly pre-social self 

exists (du Gay et al., 2001). Scholars have worked to unmask the social processes behind 

identity by approaching it as a product of language and social exchange (discursive 

approaches), as a narrative construction (narrative approaches), as a product of socio-

material assemblages with the capacity to affect (affective approaches), or some 
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combination thereof. Each is instructive and highlights different identity considerations in 

this dissertation, but it is the narrative approach as augmented by an affective approach 

that grounds this project’s methods and its discussion of identity’s construction through 

the socio-material relations of assembled bodies, place, and mobility.      

Narrative approaches hone the analytical lens toward the specific type of 

discourse that constructs stories and shares an equally social understanding of identity. 

Narratives by design are shared and prompt continuous reinterpretation (Lawler, 2008). 

By way of narrative “[t]he self is understood as unfolding through episodes which both 

express and constitute that self” (Lawler, 2008, p. 17). Identity construction occurs 

through a process of emplotment, the synthesis of heterogenous elements and discordant 

events across time (Dowling, 2011; Lawler, 2008). Emplotment implies causation, brings 

cohesion, and constructs meaning from ordinary life’s “meaningless succession” of 

events (Dowling, 2011, p. 5). Episodes are teleological; narratives first construct episodes 

and then use them to fashion identities for the self and other (Lawler, 2008). Through 

narrative, memory enters the construction of identity; memory is what social actors draw 

upon to narrate (Ricoeur, 2004).   

The affective approach similarly theorizes a dynamic and socially constructed 

identity, but it also highlights the body and considers socio-material relations as part of 

the construction. Patricia Clough (2007a, p. 2) defines affect as a general reference “to 

bodily capacities to affect and be affected or the augmentation or diminution of a body’s 

capacity to act, to engage, and to connect […].” Affect is portrayed as an excess of bodily 

responses that transcend the symbolic as well as consciousness itself. Thus, the affective 
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self is better concieved as “a series of flows, energies, movements, and capacities” 

(Fraser, 2001, p. 104), a move that puts emphasis on doing rather than an essentialist 

being (Puar, 2012). Furthermore, this complex open system Clough (2007b) and others 

describe includes technology and matter as extensions of that bodily capacity. Through 

affect, Clough (2007b) reconsiders the role of the body, its boundaries, and its 

relationship to matter generally. More than a contained, discrete organism seeking 

homeostasis, the body is an open system of forces far from equilibrium (Clough, 2007b; 

Puar, 2012). This reconceptualization makes the affective turn radically post-structuralist 

and well positioned to perceive multiplicity. The structure of “machinic assemblage” 

places emphasis on the open relations in the in-between rather than in subjects or content 

(Clough, 2007b, p. 16; Puar, 2012). Here identity is defined by its variability and 

movement, not consistency or some interior truth (Puar, 2012). An affective approach 

opens the door to socio-material relations in the construction of identity, that is to identity 

as a construction between bodies and/or between bodies and different material forms. 

Social Memory and Identity 

Social memory’s cultural, socio-political, and personal significance is clearest in 

the deeply intimate relationship it shares with identity (Eyerman, 2004; Gillis, 1994; 

Nora, 2011; Wiesel, 1997). Whether referencing the individual or the collective, it is 

through memory that people create meaningful narratives about themselves or their 

groups through time. Memory is core to identity, but identity also shapes memory. These 

dynamic concepts are co-constitutive, continuously shaping and reshaping one another 

(Assmann & Shortt, 2012; Halbwachs, 1950/1980, 1941/1992; Winter, 2008). 
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Halbwachs’s (1950/1980, 1941/1992) social frameworks of memory theorize this very 

relationship as illustrated through his studies of familial, civic, class, and religious 

memories. The memory-identity relationship explains differences in memory between 

groups as well as differences in memory or identity within groups over time. With the 

development of a memory studies field, scholars interested in the formation and decline 

of nationalism increasingly tied social memory to a national collective identity (Olick et 

al., 2011). The emphasis on national memory became so well worn that the field quickly 

found itself in a rut with some questioning the field’s limits and usefulness (Erll, 2011b). 

The following traces these developments and the field’s more recent turn back to 

Halbwachs’s more civic conception of social memory.  

The first ties between social memory and national identity accompanied 

nationalism’s rise. Referencing the sudden surge of national monuments in his German 

landscape, Friedrich Nietzsche (1876/1997) voices concerns about the imbalance of 

history, a subset of social memory (Erll, 2011a), in public life. When balanced, the past 

can work for the wellbeing of society and serve as inspiration; however, when it is 

imbalanced the past may become a deterrent of progress and weigh down society. 

Through the construction and preservation of national history, the individual I became the 

collective we (Nietzsche, 1876/1997). Social memory increasingly took up a special 

relationship with modern nation-states (Gillis, 1994; Huyssen, 2003; Nietzsche, 

1876/1997; Zerubavel, 1996). For instance, Zerubavel (1996, p. 294) speaks of the role of 

the calendar in encouraging mnemonic synchronization, i.e., collective “co-memoration,” 

to engender a national identity. Late nineteenth century nation-states labored to bolster 
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interest in the past (Olick et al., 2011). The historical fever of which Nietzsche writes was 

an effort, in the words of Andreas Huyssen (1995, p. 7), “to invent national traditions, to 

legitimize the imperial nation[-]states, and to give cultural coherence to conflictive 

societies in the throes of the Industrial Revolution.” By controlling understandings of 

time and space, using social memory, and cultivating (often false) legacies, nation-states 

were able to legitimize and “solidify their power” and forge a sense of belonging, 

solidarity, and identity at the national level (Olick et al., 2011, p. 13). 

While the first memory boom of the 1920s and 1930s followed future-oriented 

nation-building efforts, the later memory boom of the 1970s and 1980s intersects with the 

decline of nationalism in the late twentieth century (Huyssen, 2003; Olick et al., 2011). 

Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Levy (2011) describe this as a move from monuments to 

memorials. Modernist narratives of progress and nation building were increasingly met 

with skepticism. Societies were confronted with the loss of what had become obvious, 

namely the existence of a collective national identity (Nora, 1989; Olick et al., 2011). The 

pace and scope of globalization—diasporas, migration, etc.—intensified in the 

contemporary period, thereby changing the composition of the nation (Olick et al., 2011; 

Steger, 2013). People of a particular place were no longer marked by homogeneity of 

person or experience within a given time much less across generations (Olick et al., 

2011). Some, such as historians John Bodnar (1994) and John Gillis (1994), began to 

hone in on the multivocal and contested character of public memory. Notably Bodnar 

(1994) distinguishes between the macro, top-down, national body of official memory and 

the micro, bottom-up, local body of vernacular memory. However, this approach falls 
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into a neat but problematic binary of an idealized vernacular memory assumed to be more 

authentic and a manipulative official memory assumed to be alienating (Confino, 1997a). 

As historian Alon Confino (1997a, p. 1402) argues, “Not only is vernacular memory not 

as saintly and official memory not as brutal, but they constantly commingle.” 

In the early 2000s, Pierre Nora (2011, p. 437) noted a global “upsurge in 

memory” and connected it to a shift in the concept of identity. As “the territorial and 

spatial coordinates of our late twentieth-century lives are blurred or even dissolved by 

increased mobility around the globe,” temporal anchoring takes on a new level of 

importance (Huyssen, 1995, p. 7, 2003). As such, the identity crisis in the wake of the 

Information Revolution led to a fever of its own, “a mnemonic fever” (Huyssen, 1995, p. 

7). However, unlike in Nietzsche’s era, this fever had been democratized. “International 

decolonization” (i.e., the cessation of colonial powers), “domestic decolonization” (i.e., 

alternative memories integrating with the mainstream, e.g., sexual, social, religious, etc.), 

and “ideological decolonization” (i.e., collapse of totalitarian regimes) all contributed to a 

surge in various minority memories (Nora, 2011, pp. 439–440). Modern societies became 

“increasingly multi(-memory-)cultural” in character (Erll, 2011a, p. 4). Memory, which 

had never been monolithic, became undeniably pluralistic and more akin to the 

phenomenon Halbwachs described. As historian Jay Winter (2012, p. ix) explains, 

“Halbwachs never intended his concept of la mémoire collective to be translated as 

national memory. [... His interests lay with] the narratives of civil society, not of the 

state.” Memory studies must return to the Halbwachsian sense of social memory. 

Through a civic approach to social memory, scholars can better explain how social 
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memory divides as well as unites citizens in democratic societies, which is necessary to 

ensure the viability of the field and the health of democracies. 

Contentious Politics and Identity 

 Issues of identity permeate contentious politics and goes well beyond identity 

movements, such as the civil rights or gay liberation movements (Wulff et al., 2015). 

Even so, contentious political scholars did little to address identity until the 1980s when 

new social movement theory (in Europe) and the social constructionist approach (in the 

U.S.) foregrounded culture, symbolic systems of meaning, and identity (Davis, 2002a). 

Having largely discredited primordialism (i.e., a singular, fixed innate identity), 

contentious political scholars hold a more dynamic understanding of identity and favor 

one of two schools of thought, instrumentalism and constructivism. Instrumentalism 

explains how contentious political actors use identity strategically to reach their goals 

(Muro, 2015). However, identity runs deeper and may in fact be the central motivation 

for contentious political action, especially for marginalized or stigmatized groups (Eder, 

2015). Constructivism examines the social processes of identity and how identities are 

imbued with meaning and value. That is, this school of thought looks at identity more 

broadly as it relates to a specific body of political contention and the culture it constructs 

for itself. Furthermore, constructivists are better able to explain why identities resonate 

and why people join high risk movements (Muro, 2015).  

Framing and narrative research have been essential to the scholarly work on 

identity in contentious politics, but they differ in their approach. Framing, generally the 

social constructionist’s theory of choice, continues the resource mobilization work that 
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preceded it and looks to understand how identification is established to mobilize 

collective political action (Davis, 2002a). Framing’s three elements as manifest in 

contentious politics usually appears as diagnosis of a problem ground in injustice, 

prognosis of a remedy that demands actors exercise their agency, and a rationale or 

motivation offered dependent upon a belief that change is possible so long as a collective 

we exists and acts (Davis, 2002a; Polletta, 1998). The us-them construction is pervasive 

in contentious political frames, which routinely work through difference and analogy to 

construct identities and mobilize collective political action (Polletta, 1998). Some 

framing scholars subsume narrative under frames; however, as Francesca Polletta (1998), 

Joseph Davis (2002a), and Gary Allen Fine (2002) contend, as helpful as framing has 

been, narrative addresses its shortcomings by fully shifting from cognition and logical 

persuasion to signification and story.  

 Narratives are part and parcel to collective identity and meaning making at every 

life stage of a contentious political body. Finding their way to narrative through framing, 

contentious political scholars only truly began to “yield fruit” with their research in the 

2000s (Davis, 2002a; G. A. Fine, 2002, p. 230; Polletta, 1998). Narratives encourage 

identification and process the past, coordinate present action, and envision a future (G. A. 

Fine, 2002). As Polletta (1998, p. 141) writes, narratives “explain what is going on in a 

way that makes an evolving identity part of the explanation” (Polletta, 1998, p. 141). 

Narratives help establish the initial we of a fledgling movement, moblize contentious 

political action, sustain continuity of the collective between waves of such action, and 

anchor a legacy to inspire future contentious political action. Identity is no longer one 
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mobilizing tool; it is integral to the birth, life, and evolvution of contentious politics 

(Polletta, 1998). Indeed, so integral is narrative to collective identity in contentious 

politics that Fine (2002, p. 229) refers to social movements as “bundles of narratives.” In 

this view, identity is “an ongoing story that emerges in and through selection and 

emplotment of experience” (Davis, 2002a, p. 20).  

While one view of narrative concerns itself with form and narrative structure, 

other approaches regard narrative as a discourse establishing a certain point of view or as 

a verbal act collectively created by narrator and audience and shaped by context. 

Traditionally, scholars in the social sciences have stressed the former; however, the latter 

are especially helpful with regard to contentious politics (Davis, 2002a). Narrative’s 

discursive power stems from its use of emplotment rather than explanation as well as its 

transactional character. The ambiguity and polyvalence of emplotment animates 

narrative’s transactional character (Davis, 2002a; Polletta, 1998). The storyteller provides 

just enough story to encourage identification and engage the audience’s “narrativity” and 

“creative participation” to fill in the gaps (Davis, 2002a, p. 16). With each telling of the 

story, the storyteller and audience collectively build an affective bond as they construct 

and reconstruct a “we” until the story eventually belongs to the group (Davis, 2002a). 

Narrative works less through argument and more through an invitation to participants “to 

identify and empathize with real protagonists, to be repelled by antagonists, to enter into 

and feel morally involved in configurations of events that specify injustice and prefigure 

change” (Davis, 2002a, p. 24). Whether achieved through frames or narrative, identity is 

an essential mobilizing and cultural force of contentious politics.  
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Place: A Shared Capacity to Anchor 

Debates have pervaded intra- and interdisciplinary discourses among geographers, 

social scientists, and philosophers as to which spatiality place refers and how it relates to 

the more often used term of space. Both are social, constructed, and dynamic. Indeed, 

many contemporary scholars understand them as verbs rather than nouns (i.e., spacing 

and placing) (Cresswell & Merriman, 2011). Despite their similarity, space and place are 

not interchangeable. Humanistic geographer Yi-Fu Tuan (1977/2014) likens space to 

freedom, to unboundedness, to movement and place to security, to boundedness, to 

pause. Place shares a special connection with time: “time as motion or flow and place as 

a pause in the temporal current; attachment to place as a function of time […]; and place 

as time made visible, or place as memorial to times past” (Tuan, 2014, p. 179, emphasis 

added). Philosopher Edward Casey (1996) argues instead that place is an event, 

simultaneously spatial and temporal. Thus, unlike space, which academics have severed 

from time, place is the experience of the intersection of space and time (Casey, 1996).  

People come to perceive and know place through the senses (Casey, 1996; Tuan, 

2014). Place shapes perception just as perception shapes place. For Casey (1996, p. 19), 

“we are not only in places but of them;” we are “placelings.” Place scholars value 

experiential data, but they differ in what constitutes an experience of place. As Casey 

(1996, p. 18, emphasis added) states, “There is no knowing or sensing a place except by 

being in that place.” On the other hand, Tuan (2014) includes the indirect, mediated 

experiences of place and human geographer Edward Relph (1976) even includes 

intangible and imagined experiences. Connections to place then can be established 
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through physical copresence (e.g., the street corner I pass daily; the hometown a refugee 

will never return to) or through media (e.g., the felt connection for a holy city never 

visited) (Andrews, 2008). Places may be physical, mediated, and/or imagined. 

Places also possess a “gathering” action as they collect animate and inanimate 

objects, experiences, histories, thoughts, memories, and identities (Casey, 1996, p. 25; 

Relph, 1976). Relph (1976) defines two relationships between place and identity. Identity 

of place refers to the “persistent sameness and unity which allows that [place] to be 

differentiated from others” (Relph, 1976, p. 45). Identity with place is the intense person-

to-place relationship that entails a sense of belonging and connectedness as well as safety 

(Relph, 1976). Through these forms of gathering, people develop a “sense of place” or an 

attachment to a given locale because of individual and shared meanings emplaced there 

(Andrews, 2008; Hubbard & Kitchin, 2011; Tuan, 2014, p. 30). Importantly, places are 

relational and contingent. The emotions people attach to place are diverse and vary 

among individuals (e.g., the street where I received my first speeding ticket), but they 

may also be collectively shared (e.g., 9/11’s Ground Zero) or contested for different 

social groups (e.g., Berlin’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe) (Andrews, 2008; 

Hubbard & Kitchin, 2011). Although sociologist Lyn Lofland (1998) contends that we 

still understand very little about people-to-place connections, it seems clear people have a 

deep need for place. So central is humanity’s relationship with place that it mediates 

people’s relationship with social memory and contentious politics.  

Social Memory and Place 
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Social memory has always been a spatial as well as a temporal concept. 

Halbwachs was especially interested in the connections between social memory and 

place, much to the dismay of his mentor Henri Bergson, who “deplore[d] his fellow 

philosophers’ undue concentration upon space” over and above time (Douglas, 1980, p. 

1; Gensburger, 2020). Place served as one of the media through which his intersubjective 

concept of collective memory was possible, and he studied it in decidedly urban places: 

London, Paris, Rome, and, in his lengthiest treatment, Jerusalem (Halbwachs, 1950/1980, 

1941/1992). As he conceived it, collective memory depended upon a notion of social 

space and came to define social processes that localize intersubjectivity in places and 

topography (Gensburger, 2020). Halbwachs (1950/1980, p. 156) beautifully notes how 

places and social groups leave imprints on one another: social groups “engrave their form 

in some way upon the soil and retrieve their collective remembrances within the spatial 

framework thus defined.” That is, place and group mutually constitute one another. He 

demonstrated the partnership between collective memory and social space in his study of 

Jerusalem and its transformation into the Holy Land, a topography of Christian memory 

(Halbwachs, 1941/1992). In Halbwachs’s view, places provide order and continuity, a 

stable anchor for social groups and their memories (Halbwachs, 1950/1980, 1941/1992). 

Some contemporary scholars critique Halbwachs for adopting too fixed and too stable a 

notion of place (Bilsel, 2017), but he undoubtedly planted the seed for generations of 

memory scholars to regard social memory not as content but as “a [relational] process of 

localisation” (Gensburger, 2020, p. 69).  
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Halbwachs’s spatialization of memory remains useful in our multiculturalist, 

global society even as scholarly understanding of place has evolved (Gensburger, 2020). 

Scholars now understand that place is more precarious than Halbwachs believed. Places 

are malleable and subject to changing socio-political orders. The built environment may 

appear to possess a stability that can slow changing social ties, but that stability is an 

illusion that depends on people for its magic (Winter, 2010). Furthermore, place is 

contestable. No single group defines what a place means and thus there is no single 

interpretation for a place. Halbwachs was correct in noting the social construction of 

space, but he did not yet account for different groups’ alternative constructions of a single 

place. Related to these tensions, scholars now understand place to be a dynamic process 

in its own right. Place is not a static container of memories; it is always in the process of 

becoming as people construct place, physically and figuratively. 

Two further points about memory’s relationship to place must be noted: memories 

manifest in place in different ways and memory places still require bodies in action to 

retain their remembrance function. Geographer Kenneth Foote (2003) expands upon the 

ways memory, specifically of violent events, manifests in landscapes. He finds that an 

event’s relationship to the landscape—marked or unmarked—has less to do with the 

event itself (e.g., magnitude, scale, etc.) than with people’s cultural values and their 

interpretation of the past. Sometimes the site itself may play a role in how people 

interpret the event; the extent of evidence left behind, i.e., physically marking the 

landscape, may force a community to make sense of the violence (Foote, 2003). Nazi 

concentration camps serve as a clear case in point. Memory and its relationship to place is 
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“a complex iterative process in which place spurs debate, debate leads to interpretation, 

and interpretation reshapes place over and over again” (Foote, 2003, p. 6).  

Historian Jay Winter (2010) hones in on the relationship of memory places and 

people’s actions. Despite the physicality and seeming permanence of memorials, memory 

places are transitory and dependent upon the commemorative acts of a given collective. 

Without people who practice remembrance, sites lose their link to the past and thus their 

meaning, their life (Winter, 2010). Hence, memory sites have a life cycle, which Winter 

(2010, p. 322) conveys through the three stages of ritual: (1) people give a site 

“commemorative form” (e.g., construct a memorial and/or tie a ritual action to place), (2) 

routinize ritual actions (e.g., partake in that action at given intervals of time), and (3) 

either transform or abandon the site of memory. The third stage appears to repeat until the 

memorial, “like the rest of us, inevitably fade[s] away” (Winter, 2010, p. 323). Place 

carries the trace but ritual actions give it life. Action’s relationship to place comes to the 

fore in a new light in the study of contentious politics.  

Contentious Politics and Place 

Central to memory studies, place has received just a spattering of attention in the 

study of contentious politics. The political geographer John Agnew (2015, p. 25) is the 

pioneering scholar who advocated for the study of place and argued its role “as the nexus 

of the structuring of social relations.” Agnew (2015, p. 28) offers a tripartite of place: 

place as “locale,” place as “location,” and a “sense of place.” Place as locale refers to the 

social context in which interpretation, action, and social relations happen. Like 

Halbwachs, Agnew (2015) argues that people acquire knowledge and live their lives in 
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social worlds shaped by the communication and social interaction of different reference 

groups attributing meaning to acts and events. Place as location defines place as a 

geographic object with a bounded area (Agnew, 2015). Agnew’s conception of a sense of 

place is much like Tuan’s use, but he relates it to Raymond Williams’s (1977, p. 132) 

“structures of feeling,” which is produced through everyday practices by historically and 

geographically situated communities. Sense of place and the structures of feeling upon 

which they are based are under constant revision by the bodies that live and feel a given 

place. Furthermore, although both concepts are multiscalar, working at the local, 

regional, and national levels, they are nevertheless enacted in a specific locality (Agnew, 

2015; Williams, 1977). Even as modernity ushered out the so-called ideal community, 

placelessness (Relph, 1976) has not come to reign because “there are structures of feeling 

or place identities that continue to characterize locally circumscribed areas both because 

of resistance to ‘relations of absence’ and the physical uniqueness of individuals’ paths” 

(Agnew, 2015, p. 35). Sense of place—the feelings, attachments, and identities it 

entails—continues to exist even if it has changed its scale (Agnew, 2015). Agnew’s 

tripartite thus grounds politics in a specific social context (locale), positions politics in a 

geographic relationship (location), and accounts for the formation of political bodies and 

shared purpose through lived cultures (sense of place) (Staeheli & Mitchell, 2009).  

Contentious political bodies emerge from, base their political identity and being 

in, and reconstruct place. Regardless of their scale, most movements trace their origin to 

a specific place (Agnew, 2015). Even with movements that appear to transcend place and 

benefit from transnational dialogue, such as women’s movements and the American civil 
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rights movement (Chabot, 2012; Sklar et al., 1998), contentious politics are nevertheless 

more strongly associated with some places over others because those places help “[direct] 

attention to certain issues and [facilitate] their expression” (Agnew, 2015, p. 35). 

Contentious politics still have to operate within “local political configurations” (Sklar et 

al., 1998, p. 61). Sometimes the role of place is so strong that place identities work their 

way into the political body’s name with local (e.g., BÄRGIDA for PEGIDA Berlin as a 

nod to the city’s bear symbol, PEGIDA-München for Munich, etc.) and transnational 

(e.g., PEGIDA UK, PEGIDA France, etc.) branches. These variations illustrate what 

Deborah Martin (2003) calls “place-framing,” efforts to ground contentious politics in a 

particular place and scale. Contentious politics wield sense of place to construct 

narratives for identity and issue construction. Contentious politics not only operate in and 

construct their identity and political being through place, but they also reconstruct place.  

Indeed, through place, scholars address that understudied aspect of spatiality, 

namely its materiality (Leitner et al., 2008; Martin, 2000). Even as scholars now 

acknowledge the mutual constitution of space and social relations (i.e., social space), 

many continue to overlook how the materiality of place shapes that relationship (Daphi, 

2017b). Places are historical constructions marked by distinct material environments 

(Leitner et al., 2008). In turn, “[t]his materiality regulates and mediates social relations 

and daily routines within a place, and is thus imbued with power” (Leitner et al., 2008, p. 

161). Place’s materiality greatly shapes the possibilities and form of contentious political 

action by controlling and/or affording different kinds of social interactions and mobilities. 

Furthermore, significations of place can be critical to the politics and meaning making of 
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protesters who “often seek to strategically manipulate, subvert and resignify places that 

symbolise priorities and imaginaries they are contesting; to defend places that stand for 

their priorities and imaginaries; and to produce new spaces where such visions can be 

practised, within that place and beyond” (Leitner et al., 2008, pp. 161–162). 

More explicitly, Priska Daphi (2017b) engages the shaping power of materiality 

on protesting bodies and relational flows. Mirroring Agnew’s three conceptions of place, 

Daphi (2017b, p. 36) proposes “three dimensions of the relationship between movement 

dynamics and concrete places.” First, at the level of place as location, the physical 

architecture and urban plan of place creates opportunities for and constraints on how 

bodies move through and occupy space (Daphi, 2017b). Architectural forms are one of 

the means those in power have to control space. More often than not, this control works 

symbolically through place frames that exert the interests of those in power (Kraftl, 

2009). But there are also physical barriers that shape the urbanite’s path through the city 

(Lynch, 1960). Second, on par with place as locale, the proximity and distance of place 

shapes the social relations space affords (Daphi, 2017b). Place gives root to collective 

identities because it is upon place that people can inscribe practices, relations, identities, 

and political dispositions. In addition to the vital construction of collective identities, 

place provides opportunities to build trust, a necessary relational position for collective 

action (Nicholls et al., 2013). Materiality can add another dimension to the proclamation 

of scholars, such as Deborah Martin (2000, p. 14), that place is “a crucial component of 

virtually all forms of collective action.” Third, coinciding with a sense of place, the 

meanings people attach to place further shape the social relations space affords (Daphi, 
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2017b). As Nicholls, Miller, and Beaumont (2013, p. 4) state, “Places shape political 

subjectivities of people and provide them with frameworks for interpreting whether 

injustices have been done and whether collective and contentious responses are merited.” 

Protesters, with varying degrees of intentionality, explicitness and emotionality, draw on 

the meanings of place (Daphi, 2017b) from implementing the “common symbolic 

repertoires” place maintains (Nicholls et al., 2013, p. 5) to creating “expressions of 

dissent and solidarity through the occupation of highly symbolic public spaces” (Nicholls 

et al., 2013, p. 1). In turn, protesting bodies continuously remake place just as they 

remake their collective identities (Daphi, 2017b).  

 In summary, place is core to social memory as well as contentious politics. 

Memory scholars have given place a central role in their work, but even as more studies 

engage in memory politics, most continue to focus on institutional constructions of place 

rather than the reconstructions of place by protesting bodies. Scholars studying 

contentious politics are slowly carving out a space for place in their work, but it remains 

understudied with ample opportunity to further its conceptualization and elaborate its role 

in contentious politics. Thus, this study works to further both fields by demonstrating that 

protesters as remembering bodies constitute a particularly active class of placelings, and 

that remembrance through place is core to their meaning making, their identity 

construction, and their political being. That said, place is augmented by its relationship to 

another core spatial concept, mobility.  

Mobility: A Shared Capacity to Travel 
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Mobility, equally core to humanity and the lived experience, is more than the 

movement of people, goods, and ideas. Mobility is movement plus meaning (Cresswell, 

2006). Whereas earlier scholarly conceptualizations of mobility skewed negative, the new 

mobilities research of the 2000s optimistically associated mobility with freedom, 

creativity, progress, heterogeneity, and action. However, in doing so, it tied place to 

fixity, boundedness, stability, homogeneity, and sedentarism (Adey, 2017; Benesch, 

2014; Cresswell, 2006; Salazar, 2013). Conceptualizations of culture thus shifted from 

roots to routes (Cresswell, 2006; Salazar, 2013). Some scholars were eager to abandon 

the concept of place for one they believed could overcome its limitations and better 

explain globalization (Benesch, 2014; Salazar, 2013).  

However, research evidenced mobilities to be just as capable of creating and 

reinforcing the difference, exclusion, disconnection, and inequality contemporary 

scholars had attributed to place (Adey, 2017; Cresswell, 2006; Ley, 2011; Merriman, 

2009; Salazar, 2013). Mobility, as it turned out, can be both restraining and freeing, 

dominating and resisting (Adey, 2017; Cresswell, 2014). Not only had mobility failed to 

fulfill utopian visions, but robbed of its complexity through the false dichotomy with 

place, it also failed to supplant the concept of place (Cresswell, 2006, 2014). That said, 

new mobilities research helped to revisit and interrogate the “earlier taken-for-granted 

correspondences between people, places, and cultures” (Salazar, 2013, p. 552). Mobility 

and place are not alternatives to one another; mobility and place are co-constitutive and 

should be studied in relationship (Cresswell, 2006).  
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Mobility’s connection to place begins with its entangled history with a specific 

place—the city—and the rise of modernity and urban life (Benesch, 2014; Cresswell, 

2006; Ley, 2011; Sheller & Urry, 2006). Many cities were built with mobility in mind 

from waterways to land routes, but mobility was not open to all persons (Benesch, 2014; 

Sheller & Urry, 2006). In feudal societies, mobility was a luxury as labor was rooted to 

the soil and only people of power and means moved between places. Cities offered a path 

out of this mobility divide as conveyed by the German expression, Stadtluft macht frei 

(city air makes free). The expression originally referred to serfs fleeing feudal lands for 

refuge in the city and an eleventh century policy that would declare them free from their 

employer after a year and a day (Cresswell, 2006; Guelf, 2009; Lofland, 1998). Cities 

continue to connote “a level of emancipation from ascribed statuses and the ‘space’ [and 

freedom of movement] to experiment with new identities” (Lofland, 1998, p. 230). The 

urban is thus tied to possibilities, different ways of being, and political and cultural 

change (Lofland, 1998). Even as mobility spread beyond cities, mobility and the urban 

continue to share a special relationship (Benesch, 2014; Cresswell, 2006; Sheller & Urry, 

2006). For this reason, scholars continue to turn to cities to examine the co-constitutive 

relationship between place and mobility. 

Mobility is embodied and thus emplaced, which means that mobility is material as 

well as social, and bound to a historical and geographic context (Revill, 2011). Rebecca 

Solnit (2000, p. 28) faults scholarly abstraction for conceiving of mobility in which “[t]he 

body is nothing more than a parcel in transit, a chess piece dropped on another square; it 

does not move but is moved.” As she argues, mobility, the very term that should have 
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brought focus to the body and its relationship to place, robbed the body of its movement 

and dematerialized it thus severing the two in scholarly discourse (Solnit, 2000). At its 

core, mobility is a body in motion and that body continues to be the focus of mobilities 

studies. Even as virtual mobilities arose, most mobilities remain tied to the body 

(Cresswell, 2006, 2014; Revill, 2011). As an embodied experience, mobility is inherently 

in relationship to place, because as Casey (1996) reminds, a body cannot exist outside of 

place. Thus, “mobility is materially grounded” (Merriman, 2009; Salazar, 2013, p. 553) 

and actions often remain “materially local” (Ley, 2011, p. 366). Sometimes mobility is 

best studied not by following its movement between places, but by observing its 

movements in and transformations of place (Salazar, 2013). According to Merriman 

(2009, p. 135), “Mobilities [constantly] rework, shape, animate, and perform places and 

landscapes.” How this process works and is understood depends on its historical and 

geographic context. Different cultures, defined as they are by complex political, 

economic, and cultural processes, approach mobilities differently and assign different 

meanings to different types of mobilities (Adey, 2017; Merriman, 2009; Salazar, 2013).  

Place and mobility are co-constitutive and should be studied in conjunction with 

one another, but to accomplish this geographers first had to reconceptualize or clarify 

place to ease their pairing (Cresswell, 2014; Merriman, 2009). Initially, place-driven 

humanistic geographers were just as quick as mobilities scholars to understand place and 

mobility as antithetical to one another and “constructed mobility as an eroding force or 

threat to the integrity of places” (Merriman, 2009, p. 134). However, place scholars have 

since accounted for issues of mobility. Informed by mobility, place evolved into an open, 



 

46 

dynamic, relational process “practiced and performed through the movements of all 

manner of things” (Cresswell, 2014; Merriman, 2009, p. 134). Mobilized, place itself is 

now understood as being in movement, as continuously practiced, and as being in a 

constant state of becoming (Benesch, 2014; Cresswell, 2014; Merriman, 2009).  

Social Memory and Mobility  

Given the close relationship between place and memory studies, one might expect 

mobility to play little to no role in the field. Never deducible to one factor alone, 

globalization is nevertheless among the uniquely contemporary motivations for memory 

studies (Erll, 2005/2011a) as well as one of its greatest challenges moving forward (Erll, 

2011b). As people are both temporally and spatially disconnected in the postmodern era, 

the physical reality of where our bodies reside does not necessarily coincide with “where 

we feel we are” (Radstone, 2011, p. 109). Globalization entails the actual mobilities (i.e., 

physical movement of persons) and virtual mobilities (i.e., mental, sensory and affective 

movement prompted by immersive media, e.g., cinema) that prompt “apprehensions of 

spatial dislocation and disjuncture” (Radstone, 2011, p. 109). Thus the national memory 

framework popularized by Pierre Nora in the second phase of memory studies research is 

perhaps no longer the fruitful avenue it was in the nineteenth and twentieth century (Erll, 

2011b). Whereas place gave seed to the field in the early twentieth century, mobility 

played an important role in the often cited “memory boom” of the late twentieth century 

(Huyssen, 1995; Maier, 1993; Rosenfeld, 2009; Winter, 2001) and will be key to the field 

as it enters its third phase of memory research (Erll, 2011b).  
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Media and communication scholars (e.g., Hirsch, 2012; Hoskins, 2003; 

Landsberg, 2009) have worked toward the nexus between memory studies and 

transcultural studies by examining media dissemination of various pasts “across time, 

space, and mnemonic communities” (Erll, 2011b, p. 9). Focusing on the movement of 

memories, which again defines culture as a dynamic process rather than an object, Astrid 

Erll foresees that the future of memory research lies “not so much (and perhaps not even 

metaphorically) [in] ‘sites’ of memory, lieux de mémoire, but rather the ‘travels’ of 

memory, les voyages or les mouvements de mémoire” (Erll, 2011b, p. 11). One such 

“traveling memory” bearing the mark of globalization, the Holocaust, has left its own 

distinctive mark on memory studies (Erll, 2011b, 2011a; Hirsch & Spitzer, 2009; 

Huyssen, 2003; Olick et al., 2011).  

As a German event that held specific meanings for nations across Europe that 

then largely became an American memory in the 1980s, the Holocaust exemplifies how 

collective memory can be both particular and universal (Huyssen, 2003). The Holocaust 

became a “transnational mnemonic symbol” of historical trauma (Erll, 2011b, p. 9; 

Huyssen, 2003; Zelizer, 1998) that became “emblematic of the pathologies of modernity” 

(Huyssen, 2003; Olick et al., 2011, p. 31). Studying the mobility of Holocaust memory 

produced questions for the field regarding its key concept of social memory and new 

scholarly notions of “multidirectional memory” (Rothberg, 2009), “transnational 

memory” (Assmann, 2014, 2017; Erll, 2011b), “cosmopolitan memory” (Levy & 

Sznaider, 2006, p. 23), or “globital memory” (Reading, 2011, p. 242). Right to note the 

multiple claims made on any given memory and the capacity of memories to travel, the 
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field cannot abandon place altogether. Place lives on in spatial dynamics even among 

traveling memories. As mighty as globalization and its mobilities may be, they do not 

render location irrelevant (Huyssen, 2003; Radstone, 2011). Memory remains bound to 

“our locatedness in histories, in place, in culture” (Radstone, 2011, p. 111). 

Contentious Politics and Mobility 

Mobilities, mutually constitutive with social relations, are deeply political. At 

their most celebrated, mobilities forge the spaces and forms required for political action. 

But mobilities are political for two more reasons. First, those in power use mobilities as a 

form of control and domination. Movement is not unrestricted; governments set, regulate 

and police the boundaries of movement. Second, access to mobilities is unequally 

distributed in social life. Instead of acting as a purely emancipatory power, mobilities 

often replicate imbalanced power structures that result in the marginalization of the same 

people. Thus, mobility is ideological, restrictive in its participation, and inseparable from 

power relationships (Adey, 2017). Mobility is at the heart of participation in social and 

political life; mobility affects “whether they can access the spaces of public deliberation 

and whether their voice can be heard in a public forum” (Adey, 2017, p. 113).  

In the words of Peter Adey (2017, p. 165), “To move is to be political.” Mobility 

runs through the heart of contentious politics and its mobilization of bodies, hearts, and 

minds for political action. At a time when contentious politics were still negatively 

viewed by scholars and governments, a notion of mobility was already present and 

attached to the collective bodies in name, “mob—short for ‘the mobility’ and mobile 

vulgus” (Tilly, 1995/2005, p. 153). The very mobility of these collective bodies may have 
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been part of what struck fear in the minds of political powers and scholars, both anchored 

by slow and heavy bureaucracies fixated on order. When mobs turned into mobilizations 

and social movements in academic discourses, mobility continued to undergird the field 

in one form or the other. However, it is notable that Charles Tilly (Tilly, 1995, 2006; 

Tilly et al., 2019; Tilly & Tarrow, 2015), a leader in the field of contentious politics, 

repeatedly referred to mobilization and demobilization but not explicitly to mobility as 

such. Mobilization, which Tilly and Tarrow (2015, p. 120) define as “an increase of the 

resources available to a political actor for collective making of claims,” and its 

corresponding reduction in demobilization fail to capture the meaningful movement of 

mobility and instead focus on surrounding political structures and resources.  

Scholars have begun to creep closer to mobility as defined above with the field’s 

growing interest in transnational movements (della Porta, 2011; Kouki & Romanos, 

2011), the political lives of migrants and refugees (Steinhilper, 2018), or movements 

specifically focused on issues of mobility (Furness, 2007). Even so, mobility as such has 

yet to arise as a key concept in the study of contentious politics. In part, this is a result of 

the field’s long dependence on national frameworks (Buechler, 2016). Not unlike 

memory studies, studies of contentious politics operate with a theoretical foundation 

developed to understand contentious politics in relation to the nation-state. So even as 

scholars traced transnational mobilities among activists, they lacked the necessary 

theoretical tools to discuss these mobilities (Buechler, 2016). As the transnational 

dialogues and exchanges of the past gave way to multinational organizations and 

transnational movements, “scholars undertook the globalization of social movement 
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theory” to assess the multiscalar viability of their foundational theories (Buechler, 2016, 

p. 223). Some asserted that transnational movements shake the theoretical ground upon 

which contentious politics stands as “national political opportunity structures are giving 

way to transnational ones, that states are losing their capacity to constrain movements, 

that electronic communication has fundamentally altered movement processes, and that a 

new transnational civil society is developing” (Buechler, 2016, p. 223).  

Geopolitical changes have increased mobilities, cognitive changes have expanded 

protesters’ assimilation of repertoires of contention from distant locales, and relational 

changes have fostered more horizontal exchanges among transnational coalitions. But 

Buechler (2016) cautions that scholars should not bind themselves to a single scale, even 

if that scale appears to be more encompassing and helpful in the present moment. Instead, 

Buechler (2016, p. 224) envisions a path forward in which scholars engage “a new 

activist stratum of ‘rooted cosmopolitans’ with multiple belongings and flexible identities 

that provides a heterogeneous social base of people” operating at multiple scales. 

Scholars need to be multiscalar in their thinking and research designs.  

Walking: A Tie that Binds 

 Mobility affects socio-cultural and political life at every scale of the “mobility 

continuum” from the global to the local (Benesch, 2014; Pooley, 2009, p. 144; Salazar, 

2013), but under the allure of transnationalism, both memory studies and studies of 

contentious politics have lost sight of smaller scale mobilities. It is true that large scale 

mobilities enter through porous boundaries to shape different places, but small scale 

mobilities are just as important shaping the everyday experience of place from within and 
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thus identity. As noted by human geographer Tim Cresswell (2014, p. 64), “The 

mobilities of bodies combine in space and time to produce an existential insideness—a 

feeling of belonging within the rhythm of life in place.” In other words, through everyday 

mobilities that move in and through a given locality, people develop “time-space 

routines” (a term taken from humanist geographer David Seamon) that in turn produce “a 

strong sense of place” (Cresswell, 2014, p. 64). Sense of place cannot be separated from 

the internal mobilities that help create it (Cresswell, 2014). Bringing the focus to smaller 

scale mobilities, this dissertation uses the act of walking to trace a tidy path through 

identity, place, and mobility, and in turn between social memory and contentious politics. 

Coinciding with the rise of new mobilities research, scholars, primarily in the 

humanities (e.g., literature and art), became increasingly interested in walking in the early 

2000s to understand how pedestrianism shaped landscapes (Lorimer, 2011). The 

differently abled notwithstanding, walking is considered to be one of the most basic of 

human actions and can be approached through one of three elements: “the walk, as an 

event; the walker, as a human subject; and, walking, as an embodied act” (Lorimer, 2011, 

p. 19). Just as walks and walkers differ greatly from one historical and geographic 

situation to the next, walking as a category of action is diverse even when the actions 

share similar corporeal movements. 

In her treatise on walking, Rebecca Solnit (2000) addresses the diversity of this 

quotidian action. As she describes the broader category,  

walking is a mode of making the world as well as being in it. [...] Walking 

shares with making and working that crucial element of engagement of the 

body and the mind with the world, of knowing the world through the body 

and the body through the world. (Solnit, 2000, p. 29) 
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Walking awakes the mind body connection and shares a special relationship with 

thinking, from problem solving to existential questions about being (Gros, 2014; Solnit, 

2000). More specifically, walking shares an intimate relationship with memory. Since 

Ancient Greece, walking has been essential to the art of memory. In order to memorize 

information, scholars would use the memory palace technique in which they would 

imaginatively imprint the landscape with the information they wanted to retain. They 

then imagined themselves traversing that imagined landscape when they needed to 

retrieve the information (Hutton, 1993; Solnit, 2000). In other words, “memory is 

imagined as a real space—a place, theater, library—then the act of remembering is 

imagined as a real act, that is, as a physical act: as walking” (Solnit, 2000, p. 77).  

Walking aids more than recall; it “is the central commemorative experience” 

(Rosenberg, 2012, p. 131). Most memorials and historic landscapes are designed for 

visitors to walk through (Rosenberg, 2012). Designers carefully consider how built 

structures invite movement and the affect produced between the walker and the memorial 

or historical space. For example, the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, 

a grid of 2,711 variably shaped steale, encourages passage through its linear lines but 

unsettles the walker as the grounds slope and the steale grow. Designated and sanctified 

sites such as this often engage one of two modes of walking that Rosenberg refers to as 

“journey”—a production of a contemplative space set apart from everyday life—or as 

“transformative encounter”—a production of a transcendent space (Rosenberg, 2012, pp. 

134–135). The relationship between walking and social memory extends to everyday 

urban spaces as well. As people walk, they excavate the social memories inscribed in the 
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brick and mortar of the city. Rosenberg (2012, p. 137), working off of Michel de Certeau, 

refers to this mode of walking as “an everyday urban practice”—a negotiated memory 

space that emerges from ordinary space. It is not mere coincidence that Halbwachs 

(1950/1980), who seeded the scholarly investigation of memory’s relationship to place, 

opens his discussion of memory in La mémoire collective with a reflective walk through 

London and the imagined figures that accompany him. The physicality of walking 

underscores the “active, participatory practice” that is remembering (Rosenberg, 2012, p. 

134). I argue that the relationship between walking and memory can be just as strong 

when walking in the name of contentious politics.   

A fundamental repertoire today, walking’s relationship with contentious politics 

was neither immediate nor inevitable. In a study of walking protests in Washington, D.C., 

geographer Paul Watts (2016) traces the origin of the demonstration walk to 1894 and the 

story of Jacob Coxey, his group of supporters known as Coxey’s Army, and their efforts 

to petition Congress to demand the federal government construct a national road network. 

Whereas contentious political demands of the day were typically delivered by mail, 

Coxey broke from precedent when he, encouraged by a journalist, assembled his 

supporters of unemployed men to walk from Massillon, Ohio to Washington, D.C. As 

they entered D.C., the men aligned themselves “in rows to imitate a military parade” and 

walked through streets cleared by the D.C. police (Watts, 2016, p. 213). In effect, Coxey 

had led Washington, D.C.’s first public march and thereby set a precedent for walking as 

a tactic of contentious politics (Watts, 2016). This and other stories like it would spread 

and establish the demonstration walk as a cornerstone of contentious politics.    
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Solnit (2000, p. 216) argues that demonstration walks “mingle the language of the 

pilgrimage, in which one walks to demonstrate one’s commitment, with the strike’s 

picket line, in which one demonstrates the strength of one’s group and one’s persistence 

by pacing back and forth.” Both of these hold true for the historical case of Coxey and his 

supporters, with the initial month long journey to D.C. aimed at a symbolic destination 

and the command of the city’s streets garnering many spectators and conveying such 

power that the act led to Coxey’s arrest (Watts, 2016). Collective movements of 

protesting bodies, such as Coxey’s Army, demonstrate the conviction of their participants 

as well as the power of their assembled form. In the history of protests and revolutions, 

bodies went hand in hand with the introduction of new ideas and shifts in socio-political 

systems. A nearly universal form of public expression, walking becomes political speech 

in its own right (Butler, 2015; Solnit, 2000).  

Activists take part in power struggles in various ways, but taking to the street is 

perhaps their most powerful form of engagement. As an embodied act collectively 

experienced, demonstration walks strengthen the bonds among protesters as well as 

between protesters and place. Walking, connected as it is to thinking, also feeds the 

imaginative capacity political activism requires to envision alternatives to socio-political 

life. Demonstration walks, in particular, then work as expressions of those alternatives 

(Knudsen et al., 2016). As they walk, protesters “subvert and contest power [or 

sometimes maintain it] by the symbolism and significance of their mobility through 

space” (Adey, 2017, p. 153). The symbolism and significance of protesters’ occupation 

and movements through urban space is especially high when engaged in meaningful 
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places. These places act as powerful backdrops for message construction and media 

spectacles. Through repeated use, they are simultaneously reconstructed in the protesters’ 

image, either generally as a public space for political discourse or more specifically 

inscribed with the ideologies of the protesting bodies, which may in turn lead to further 

political contention (Watts, 2016). Even as protesting bodies incorporate digital tools into 

their toolboxes, walking remains a powerful tactic in their repertoire. And so activists use 

walking as a form of remembrance and political contention, and it is through walking that 

protesters (re)construct places. To study these contentious political bodies, walking 

became both subject and method binding social memory and contentious politics. 

Social Memory Of, In, and By Contentious Politics 

In 2019, the Network for Memory Studies held its Mnemonics Summer School on 

Memory and Activism to reflect and further memory scholars’ work on contentious 

politics. A demonstration of the field’s need to fill the gap, the summer school’s call 

offered Ann Rigney’s (2018) helpful heuristic to categorize memory scholars’ efforts, 

namely memory of activism, memory in activism, and memory activism, understood in 

prepositional terms as memory by activism. Others similarly organize the existing 

literature into these three categories (Daphi & Zamponi, 2019). As Rigney (2018, p. 372) 

writes, “the memory-activism nexus is a complex one, a vortex of recycling, recollection 

and political action that can be summed up as ‘civic memory.’” Memory of activism 

refers to the public mnemonic life of past contentious politics, that is how memorials, 

museums, and media remember past contentious political action. Memory in activism 

refers to the mnemonic life of memories (contentious or otherwise) within contentious 
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politics, that is how activists use memory to inform their political action and group 

identities. Memory by activism refers to memory as an explicit subject of contention, that 

is how activists work to reshape specific memories or entire memory cultures (Rigney, 

2018). Whether of, in, or by, “the memory-activism nexus [...] yields a complex temporal 

overlay” of past, present, and future (Rigney, 2018, p. 372). Furthermore, it is through 

this nexus that activists forge a space for diverse local memories and hasten the decline of 

the already eroding grand narratives of the past (Salmenkari, 2017).  

 Like most heuristics, memory of, in, and by contentious politics has limitations. 

These categories blend together in practice as well as in scholarship. Pragmatic activists 

approach memory in whatever ways work for their current objectives. Scholars, if they 

name a category of focus at all, quickly find they go hand-in-hand with others. Despite 

these limitations, the heuristic nevertheless offers a rough sketch of the different 

memory-activism relationships and their study, and so serves as an apt framework to 

discuss scholarly efforts on contentious politics with a lens on social memory.   

Memory of Contentious Politics 

Memory of contentious politics is primarily concerned with the construction and 

representation of past contentious politics. Memory scholars, especially those in media 

and communication, find this category readily aligns with their traditional focus, the 

mediation of memory in public life. They tend to treat past contentious politics as simply 

another form of mnemonic content mediated by memorials, museums, artifacts, media, 

and public discourse. Research thus centers on the memory politics of including past 

contentious politics within memory cultures, typically still implicitly viewed at the 
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national scale. Even as diverse memory actors gain greater access to memory narratives, 

states, cultural institutions, and media continue to wield a great deal of power in shaping 

memory cultures, including memories of resistance and contention (Dwyer, 2006; 

Hofmann, 2015; Kitch, 2020; Watson & Chen, 2016). These authors note key problems 

in visibility, misrepresentation, and attrition in the memories of contentious politics.   

Contentious politics struggle for visibility in memoriam just as in life, whether it 

be in media, in politics, or in physical space. With respect to media visibility, memory of 

contentious politics first and foremost depends upon the availability of source materials. 

Memories of past contentious politics are especially precarious because of the scarcity of 

surviving images and protest ephemera. Those that survive are thanks to the self-

documentation and self-promotion—i.e., the memory work—of their participants during 

and immediately following political action (Chidgey, 2018; Crozier-De Rosa & Mackie, 

2018). Sometimes memory of activism only exists because of activists’ memory by 

contentious politics efforts. For example, Germany’s historic first suffrage parade in 1912 

survives only as a handful of images published in the Illustrirte Zeitung (1912) and a few 

short journalistic and participant accounts. These exist because German suffragists took 

inspiration from their American and English counterparts (Dünnebier & Scheu, 2002; 

Henke, 2000; Sklar et al., 1998), who drew on all the strategies of their day to develop “a 

new kind of political spectacle” and to “capitali[ze] on emerging and established media 

of the time—from film and photography to picture postcards” (Chidgey, 2018, p. 73; 

Crozier-De Rosa & Mackie, 2018). Over time, activists, aided by a surfeit of lenses and 

armed with increasingly diverse media strategies, became better able to gain media 
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attention and/or to document their own political action. Indeed, the hurdle of producing a 

record has been replaced with a struggle to curate and preserve one from an abundance of 

images and materials (Kitch, 2018). 

Important as media visibility is, contentious politics in memoriam also depend on 

political visibility and visibility in physical space. States continue to wield a great deal of 

power in shaping memory cultures. As such, even memories of contention depend upon 

the discursive reach and resources of states and their political and cultural elites to frame 

contentious politics as worthy of remembrance (Griffin & Bollen, 2009; Polletta, 2003). 

Although counter-intuitive, states commemorate contentious politics for a variety of 

reasons. States often build their core narratives upon the backs of contentious politics, 

either as an outcome thereof or as a bulwark against their threats. Commemoration of 

contentious politics does carry risk; highlighting past injustices can suggest continuities 

and inspire identification of activists in the present (Polletta, 2003). However, the risk can 

be worth taking as states use commemoration to “underscore and reinforce the pastness 

of dissent” thereby “minimizing dissent’s political import for the present and 

reestablishing a narrative of harmony and stability” (Polletta, 2003, p. 193). That is, 

political and cultural elites can use political discourse and memorials to take control of 

the narrative and tame threats of contentious politics (Dwyer, 2006; Polletta, 2003).  

Even when visibility is achieved, the problem of misrepresentation in media, 

political discourse, and memorialization often follows. Denied, distorted, and rewritten in 

oppressive regimes (Millington, 2014), memories of contentious politics remain 

vulnerable in democracies as well. Even when celebrated, contentious politics in 
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memoriam can morph into simplified, decontextualized, depoliticized, and ultimately 

inauthentic representations. Responsible for writing “the first draft of memory” (Kitch, 

2008, p. 312), journalists craft the legacies of contentious political action from the first 

reports to subsequent anniversary coverage (Kitch, 2020; Watson & Chen, 2016). 

Regardless of the subject of political contention, media coverage follows a “protest 

paradigm” casting protest as an extraordinary anomaly outside the political norm 

(Watson & Chen, 2016, p. 1015). At best, contentious political action is hollowed of 

grievances and left with an ahistorical shell of surprise and spectacle. At worst, protest is 

tied to fear discourses of physical or socio-political threats to the status quo (Kitch, 2020; 

Watson & Chen, 2016). Outside of anniversary coverage, media more frequently call 

upon distant past contentious politics thereby casting present efforts as new and 

exceptional rather than part of a historic trajectory (Kitch, 2020; Zamponi, 2018). Media 

narratives continue to dominate even in the supposedly egalitarian age of social media, as 

influence on memory discourses remains asymmetrical (Watson & Chen, 2016).  

The institutionalization of contentious politics via political discourse and 

memorialization tames contention, “sap[s] the power of even the most powerful 

movements,” and often slips into myth (Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014, p. 868). In 

political discourse, politicians relegate memories of contentious politics to epideictic 

(ceremonial) speeches rather than deliberative (legislative) ones and depoliticize 

movements by clearly situating them in the past, creating a sense of finality to their 

dissent, and leaving the political elite unchallenged (Polletta, 2003). Such is the case with 

Francesca Polletta’s (2003) examination of U.S. legislators’ invocation of Martin Luther 
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King Jr.’s memory on the House and Senate floor or Red Chidgey’s (2018) examination 

of cultural institutions’ memory work of militant suffragettes. Both movements are 

similarly reduced to their iconic figures, stripped of their radical elements, and consumed 

for their spectacle under a celebratory banner of national progress (Chidgey, 2018; 

Crozier-De Rosa & Mackie, 2018; Eyerman, 2016; Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014; 

Polletta, 2003). In memorialization, the presence of a memorial can on the one hand act 

as “a litmus test of how far society has progressed toward the goal” of the contentious 

politics (Dwyer, 2006, p. 6). Afterall, memorials “must pass a higher threshold of public 

scrutiny and capital investment” than other commemorative forms (Dwyer, 2006, p. 10). 

However, presence alone is insufficient to carry the cause of contentious political action 

forward. The construction of memorials, that is the visual and symbolic elements, as well 

as its location, especially in relation to pertinent communities, other symbolic places, and 

pedestrian flows, may all be used to disempower the threatening elements of contentious 

political memories (Dwyer, 2006). For example, even as the very presence of civil rights 

memorials “offer[s] a stunning rebuke to centuries of American public history,” they also 

subvert the movement’s political power by perpetuating representations that focus on 

individual greatness, unique historical circumstances, and extreme racial violence 

(Dwyer, 2006, p. 6). Depending on the extent of the violation, these misrepresentations 

can spark memory activism as activists work to take the narrative into their own hands.   

Regardless of representation quality, memory of contentious politics has a life 

cycle and is continuously augmented by the contentious politics that follow. East 

Germans’ understanding of the People’s Uprising of 17 June 1953, for example, took on 
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new life with the Revolutions of 1989 that finally toppled the SED regime (Millington, 

2014). Yet, remembrance requires at minimum prior knowledge in the absence of 

firsthand experience. Martin Hofmann (2015) offers two examples with the Revolutions 

of 1989 memorialization (i.e., official and private memorials, street names, street art) and 

commemoration (i.e., light installations, artistic performances, candlelight events, laying 

of wreaths) in Leipzig, Germany and Timişoara, Romania. The memoryscapes of both 

cities befit their particular experience with the Revolutions of 1989, but participation in 

ritual commemoration declined, especially in Leipzig, which favored more formal wreath 

laying rituals. Interviewing 1989 participants and later generations, Hofmann finds that 

post-1989 generations in both cities lacked the historical knowledge to process and make 

meaning of the commemorative spaces in their cities. At best, younger generations make 

vague references to their city’s revolutionary spirit. Failures of intergenerational 

communicative memory left the memoryscape of memorials and rituals without meaning 

for subsequent generations (Hofmann, 2015). Outside the familial context, “carrier 

groups” can, if they have the means of representation, take up a contentious political 

body’s memory work to extend the mnemonic life of contentious politics beyond the 

participating generation (Eyerman, 2016, p. 82). Memorials, rituals, or other mediated 

representations do not affix the meaning of contentious politics; they must be tended to 

and supported by other forms of memory transmission.       

Memory in Contentious Politics 

From representation to action, memory in contentious politics emphasizes the 

latter. Contentious politics scholars, concerned with the microlevel group processes 
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driving action, favor this approach to the memory-activism relationship. Through 

surveys, interviews and ethnographies, these scholars ask how memories (regardless of 

subject) shape the beliefs, opinions, attitudes, and behaviors of actors, groups, and 

publics. Memory in contentious politics may refer to the day-to-day memories particular 

to a given group or to the repository of cultural memories that offer groups a resonating 

shorthand with which to identify and to situate their claims. This memory work 

exemplifies how memories are “things we think with” and thus shape action (Gillis, 1994, 

p. 5; Griffin & Bollen, 2009; Salmenkari, 2017). Specifically, more work needs to be 

done on the influence of past movements on present movements (Zamponi, 2018). 

Memory drives action in three core ways, namely through identity building, mobilization 

and recruitment, and specific contentious political practices.   

Shaping the narratives activists tell themselves, memory sets the ground for 

assembled action through identity building. Memory in movements, whether shallow or 

deep, establishes continuity, unifies members, and guides decision making (Gongaware, 

2003, 2010, 2011). Drawing on cultural memories, the memories of predecessors, or on 

memories of the group, activists and the collective bodies to which they belong 

appropriate an identity framework (Eyerman, 2016; Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014). 

They may also find legitimacy and empowerment by “infusing themselves with history” 

(Eyerman, 2016, p. 79). By claiming a past, activists can position themselves as the 

rightful inheritors of a memory thereby legitimizing their own politics through the 

historical reference (Eyerman, 2016; Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014). Likewise, with 

historical continuity established, activists may gain an empowering sense that they too 
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are engaged in history making political actions (Eyerman, 2016). While scholars need to 

better understand the influence between movements (Zamponi, 2018), sociologist 

Timothy Gongaware (2003, 2010, 2011) offers insight into the transmission and 

construction of continuity narratives within movements. Working with Native American 

social movements, he argues that contentious political bodies construct identities through 

time through informal “narrative commemorations” that mnemonically anchor the group 

(Gongaware, 2003, p. 489, 2010). Exchanged in everyday group interactions, narrative 

commemorations “express links to past experiences” (Gongaware, 2003, p. 489) and 

achieve “collective memory anchoring” (Gongaware, 2010, p. 214). An instrumental use 

of meeting recaps and contextual use of action justifications, for example, reaffirm 

continuity and identity with the group’s previous iterations (Gongaware, 2010). 

Gongaware (2003, 2010, 2011) is interested in the micro level processes and internal 

dynamics of social memory to build and maintain a collective identity from one meeting 

to the next. In other words, the memory to which he refers is more akin to a group’s 

internal working memory than the cultural memories memory scholars study.   

Not all pasts are at the ready for activists to claim, especially those of past 

contentious political bodies. Some activists must reconstruct their deeper roots with 

deliberation and great difficulty to serve movement identity. For example, Germany’s 

New Marxist Left, which fueled the 1960s student movement in West Germany, acted 

during the Cold War to address the divided memories of the German Revolution 1918–

1919 (Hoffrogge, 2019). Official narratives engaged in “bitter wars of interpretation” (p. 

116) with “both East and West German narratives [... presenting] a teleology, a history 
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ending with their respective states’ political systems” (Hoffrogge, 2019, p. 116). The 

West German student movement challenged the FRG’s narrative. Whereas liberals and 

social democrats framed the German revolution as a success story leading to Germany’s 

first democracy, the New Left framed it as “a failed revolution or a ‘revolution betrayed’” 

(Hoffrogge, 2019, p. 115). The narrative situated the Weimar Republic as a compromise 

that prevented a socialist state and paralleled GDR’s claim “to have fulfilled the rightful 

demands of 1918” (Hoffrogge, 2019, p. 116). Yet, West Germans lacked organizational 

and personal continuities from the 1918 generation. The radical socialist and communists 

who survived Nazi persecution had largely relocated to East Germany. Therefore, the 

West German student movement, equipped only with pirated written sources, 

reconstructed and reinvented this contentious political past to connect to their desired 

Marxist roots. Critics, such as Günter Grass, took note of these methods and minimized 

the student movement to a revolution via reading (Hoffrogge, 2019). 

Activists also use past symbols, narratives, and practices to resonate with, 

mobilize, and recruit members and publics. Nationalist movements are obvious examples 

given their explicit use of history, but other movements and activists similarly use the 

past to inspire action (Eyerman, 2016; Farthing & Kohl, 2013; Jerne, 2017; Timothy 

Kubal & Becerra, 2014; Zamponi, 2018). Memories of the civil rights movement, for 

instance, are frequently deployed in part because of their widespread resonance and their 

power as part of a notable success story of political action (Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 

2014). Tied to identity, social memory also feeds into “the symbolic construction of 

conflict” undergirding contentious politics and thus provides the necessary we-them 
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narratives to galvanize action (Zamponi, 2018, p. 20). Not all memories spark collective 

action. Memories of heroism in the face of oppression are especially likely to mobilize 

activism (Armstrong & Crage, 2006; Harris, 2006). But memories of injustice, such as 

the murder of Emmett Till, can be equally mobilizing (Harris, 2006). Additionally, 

speaking of 1960s black activism, Frederick Harris (2006) suggests memory and activism 

share a reciprocal relationship. That is, memory may mobilize action, but action can also 

mobilize memory and seed in activists a desire to learn about the past (Harris, 2006).  

Memory shapes calls for action and its forms. Contentious politics scholars 

address this phenomenon in terms of repertoires, which refer to the performances, 

routines, tactics, and symbolic systems activists inherit from past contentious politics. 

Repertoires, which I argue are inherently mnemonic, shape how present-day activists 

think and act (Eyerman, 2016; Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014; Tilly, 2006). Lorenzo 

Zamponi (2018), a scholar working to bridge social movement studies and memory 

studies, uses the concepts of repertoire and repositories to refer to the past as form and 

content in contentious politics. As he states,  

activists are equipped with a repertoire of memory, a set of mnemonic practices 

that social actors put in place in reference to the past, that allows them to access 

different repositories of memory, the sets of products, both implicit and explicit, 

formal and informal, symbolic and material that act as objectified carriers of the 

past (Zamponi, 2018, p. 25)  

 

Activists “march, chant, sing songs and bear placards, which recall as well as reference 

past movements” (Eyerman, 2004, 2016, p. 80). Embodied protest deliberately invokes 

memory through site selection, timing of political action, and symbols on, carried by or 

placed by the body.  
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Activists, whether engaged in commemorative performances or protests with 

commemorative elements, often carry out their political action “in historically 

meaningful locations and on days heavy with symbolism” (Eyerman, 2016, p. 80; Merrill 

& Lindgren, 2018). Mnemonic actors of all kinds use places and temporal cycles to 

“mnemonically bridg[e]” the present and the past and thereby construct the symbolically 

powerful narrative of historical continuity (Zerubavel, 2003, p. 40). Activists gain 

symbolic power and authority from significant and/or contested places (Chidgey, 2018). 

Memory scholar Red Chidgey (2018, p. 92) refers to this “form of mnemonic activism” 

as “foot stepping, following in the footsteps of past protest actions.” Memory is invoked 

through the act of walking and engagement with a meaning-ladden landscape (Chidgey, 

2018). For example, suffragists “appropriated a hitherto masculine memory of protest” 

when they took to the streets to lead suffrage parades in the early 20th century, and 

feminists in the 2017 Women’s Marches in turn appropriated those memories when they 

marched against the election of Donald Trump (Crozier-De Rosa & Mackie, 2018, p. 7). 

The Women’s March in D.C. took on special symbolism for taking place on the historic 

National Mall, which has been the site of historic contentious politics including the 1963 

March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Tapping into the site’s symbolic power, 

activists that day invoked that memory in body and name (Kitch, 2018).  

Timing too can bolster political action. Scholars have often noted the importance 

of calendars for religious and national bodies (Zerubavel, 2003), but they are important to 

activists too. The very function of a calendar is to render linear time circular and to 

synchronize and embed commemoration in public life (Zerubavel, 2003). Activists use 
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event anniversaries, birth and death anniversaries of historical figures, and relevant 

holidays already part of their participants’ culture as a “useful temporal marker” to 

initiate and maintain mobilization (Connerton, 1989; Crozier-De Rosa & Mackie, 2018, 

p. 7; Farthing & Kohl, 2013; Merrill & Lindgren, 2018; Zerubavel, 2003). For example, 

labor activists often use May Day to simultaneously commemorate past contentious 

politics and to voice persistent, present grievances of inequality (Menozzi, 2018). These 

dates “[keep] a channel open between past and present, revealing that multiple times are 

part of a common, unbroken history of struggle and resistance, a history that has not yet 

ended” (Menozzi, 2018, p. 5). Activists may also use events specific to their own 

calendars, especially when they become core narratives upon which the collective 

identity of their participants is staked. For example, Berlin’s contemporary antifa scene 

mobilizes its members with an annual commemorative demonstration in the name of 

Silvio Meier, a 27 year-old of the far-left whom neo-Nazis stabbed to death at the 

Samariterstraße U-Bahn station in 1992. Activists at the time immediately responded to 

the tragedy by organizing demonstrations and vigils for the following week and by 

installing an unofficial plaque at the murder site. In the 1990s, these activists repeated the 

commemorative demonstration on Meier’s actual death anniversary, 21 November 

(Merrill & Lindgren, 2018). But in the years that followed the activists “desynchronized” 

the two events choosing to hold the commemorative demonstration on the Saturday 

nearest the actual anniversary (Merrill & Lindgren, 2018, p. 10). According to Samuel 

Merrill and Simon Lindgren’s (2018) rhythmanalysis of the physical and digital 

remembrance of Meier, the commemorative demonstration now overshadows the actual 
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death anniversary. While the case illustrates a calendar’s mobilizing power, there is also a 

risk that commemorative demonstrations “becom[e] increasingly standardized and their 

disruptive potential eroded” suggesting that some degree of innovation is required to 

sustain political action (Merrill & Lindgren, 2018, p. 14).  

Turning from spatial and temporal contexts to the symbols worn on, carried by, 

and produced by the body, memory pervades the grammars of contentious politics. 

Activists may recall and reference the past through their choice of attire or other material 

paraphernalia known as “memory wear” (Chidgey, 2018, p. 92). For example, 

participants in the 2017 Women’s March in London dressed in period clothing and 

carried the familiar “Votes for Women” banners and purple-green-white of militant 

suffragettes to call forth that movement’s politics for their own (Chidgey, 2018; Kitch, 

2018). Done with enough frequency, these embodied references result in “semantic 

condensation,” the accumulation of other connotations and associations through its use 

(Chidgey, 2018, p. 125). An apt illustration in the German context is PEGIDA, which 

partakes in all manner of “mnemonic appropriation[s]” (Richardson-Little & Merrill, 

2020, p. 60). The German far-right “regularly appropriated mainstream mnemonic 

symbols to legitimise itself in the eyes of conservatives and others wary of radicalism” 

(Richardson-Little & Merrill, 2020, p. 65). Such cultural claims include ancient Greece 

and Rome, nineteenth-century liberal nationalism, and democratic events such as the 

Hambach Festival of 1832 (Richardson-Little & Merrill, 2020). PEGIDA’s most notable 

appropriations, however, are the “Wir sind das Volk” (“We are the people”) slogan of the 

Revolutions of 1989 and the weekly Monday stroll of the Monday Demonstrations in 
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Leipzig 1989–1990. Originally used against the oppressive SED regime, the protest chant 

and the Monday demonstrations “demanded democratisation and freedom of movement” 

(Richardson-Little & Merrill, 2020, p. 60). Claimed by PEGIDA in 2014, the democratic 

origins tarnished with demands to remove the supposedly corrupt democratic government 

and to close borders with stricter immigration policies (Richardson-Little & Merrill, 

2020). Deploying democratic memories such as these, the authors Ned Richarson-Little 

and Samuel Merrill (2020, p. 66) argue, works as what Elisabeth Ivarsflaten calls 

“reputational shields” to deflect criticisms, especially accusations of neo-Nazisim. 

Furthermore, their use “insinuates that the movement’s contemporary opponents are the 

true fascists and the greatest threat to Germany’s democratic freedom” (Richardson-Little 

& Merrill, 2020, p. 67). As these different contentious political bodies battle over today’s 

politics, they are also engaged in mnemonic battles in public space and online over who 

can rightfully claim Germany’s democratic past (Richardson-Little & Merrill, 2020).  

Not all references are embodied. Some take representational forms that linger in 

and travel beyond place after assembled bodies have dispersed. Samuel Merrill (2020) 

illustrates this by tracing the activist appropriation of The Woman with the Handbag, an 

iconic image of a female Polish expat hitting a neo-Nazi during a small demonstration in 

Växjö, Sweden on 13 April 1985. In the course of its circulation in local, national and 

international media, the image lost its specific reference and came to represent anti-

fascism and civil courage more generally. It has also since crossed into other contentious 

political spheres, such as feminist activism (Merrill, 2020). Like the “semantic 

condensation” referenced above (Chidgey, 2018, p. 125), this image exemplifies the 
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“mnemonic context collapse,” or the blurring of temporal and spatial context in a 

mnemonic artifact (Merrill, 2020, p. 132). Activists campaigning for a statue of the image 

to be placed in the city’s main square led a social media campaign prompting supporters 

to post images of handbags on public statues across Sweden (Merrill, 2020). The afterlife, 

or what Aby Warburg would call “Nachleben,” of the image traveled well beyond 

Sweden, including to Berlin, a city with an already rich antifa culture (Merrill, 2020, p. 

114). Activists kept the image alive in digital spaces but also in foreign landscapes as 

activist wear, protest ephemera, and street art (Merrill, 2020). 

All of the above has illustrated how activists use memory as a resource to inform 

strategies and to supply symbols and practices that resonate with publics, but memory can 

also constrain political action. Memory may discourage innovations in rhetoric and 

tactics, because it is easier and less risky to deploy proven methods, especially when 

resources are limited. As a result, memory can narrow the field of possible political 

discourse and action (Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014). Memories also set cultural norms 

“imposing proscriptions (taboos and prohibitions) and prescriptions (duties and 

requirements)” (Zamponi, 2018, p. 21). Some mnemonic forms become taboo because of 

their dark pasts, i.e., anything with Nazi associations. Others are contextually limited to 

some groups, such as using the Holocaust symbol outside of Jewish activism (T. Kubal, 

2008; Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014). The memories of past contentious politics can 

also carry burdensome expectations on contemporary activists. For example, in his study 

of young activists in Uruguay, Gonzalez Vaillant (2013) found that the contemporary left 

struggled to cope with the romanticized legacy of 1960s activists who challenged that 
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nation’s dictatorship. The young activists held great admiration of their activist 

predecessors and drew on that legacy for their identity work, but changing circumstances 

called for new forms of political action and for a new understanding of contentious 

politics altogether (Gonzalez Vaillant, 2013). Historical connections, whether claimed or 

denied, presence the past in contemporary contentious politics (Eyerman, 2016).  

Memory by Contentious Politics 

Whereas memory of and memory in contentious politics respectively emphasize 

representation and action, memory by contentious politics connects the two by using 

political action to advocate for or to reconstruct representations. Memory is not only an 

internal process within a contentious political body; it is also an external “tool,” a 

“weapon” even, with which activists try to sway publics and power holders and even 

combat political opponents (Salmenkari, 2017, pp. 2–3). Activists may serve as a source 

of countermemory and take memory culture as the subject of their political action 

(Gutman, 2017a; Salmenkari, 2017). Unearthing or reconstructing pasts, activists make 

“assumptions, at times implicit, about which aspects of the past are valuable, and which 

aspects of the present should be challenged and questioned” (Holc, 2018, p. 8). Important 

to activists’ collective identities, these efforts also work to shift memory cultures for 

society at large. Memory activists, unlike many other political actors, “mobilize the past 

not for the aim of gaining power and status, but for advancing their moral and ideological 

vision” (Gutman, 2017b, p. 19). The interpretations and the narratives are in and of 

themselves the point of contention—to have a specific version of the past acknowledged 

as legitimate and if possible to replace the existing narrative of the dominant memory 
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culture (Gutman, 2017b; Wüstenberg, 2017). Germany has a strong tradition of memory 

activism as activists work to author their own memories, the memories of other 

contentious politics, and/or cultural memories generally. 

Memory activism has been essential to shaping memory cultures, and Germany, a 

country where memorials and commemoration are subject to great debate and civil 

discourse, is illustrative of this influence. Indeed, as memory scholar Jenny Wüstenberg’s 

(2009, 2017, 2019) rich history of German memory politics illustrates, memory activists 

initiated, defined, and shaped the character of Germany’s world-renowned memory 

culture through contentious political tactics and lobbying. Suspicious of the state, 

Germans adopted a Staatsferne (“remoteness from the state”) approach to remembrance 

in which civil society leads remembrance free of overt state interference but with state 

support and resources (Wüstenberg, 2019, p. 94). In the immediate post-1945 context, 

memory activists had mixed success with the most successful efforts aimed at 

remembering German victims rather than Nazi crimes. Memory activists often hold 

important allyships with official political parties, e.g., those focused on German victims 

allied with CDU/CSU until 1989 while those focused on Nazi crimes worked with Allied 

authorities. The student movement of the 1960s may not have been a watershed for 

memory activism, but it successfully dampened efforts focused on German victimhood 

and sparked a wave of new social movements (Wüstenberg, 2019). The West German 

Geschichtsbewegung (history movement, focused on social histories) and 

Gedenkstättenbewegung (memorial site movement, focused on sites of Nazi terror) 

“became two of the most important instigators of new memorials about the Nazi past and 
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had a lasting effect on the state institutions that govern how memory ‘is done’ in the 

united Germany” (Wüstenberg, 2017, p. 3, 2019). These movements grounded the 

“pedagogical and aesthetic principles” that guide Germany’s decentralized remembrance, 

emphasizing authentic and historically accurate representations free of “overblown 

emotionality” (Wüstenberg, 2019, p. 93). Furthermore, they helped build a memory 

culture that confronts German perpetrators within their historical context, “[repudiates] 

monumentalism and vague rhetoric in memorial design,” and examines diverse victim 

groups (Wüstenberg, 2019, p. 93). Silenced in the GDR, memory activists in the FRG 

were very active resulting in around half of the memorials initiated in the 1980s. The fall 

of the Berlin Wall brought on another wave of efforts as activists pushed to remember 

SED victims (Wüstenberg, 2017). From commemorative work to protest actions shifting 

commemorative perspectives, German memory activists “profoundly shaped the memory 

landscape of the Berlin Republic” (Wüstenberg, 2017, pp. 3–4). Memory activists, acting 

as counter publics, sought to democratize history and memory and in turn take the reigns 

of defining Germany’s past and in turn its future (Wüstenberg, 2009). Memory activists 

of the 1980s and 1990s played a vital role in Germany’s “remarkable transformation” 

from reticence to confrontation of its dark pasts (Wüstenberg, 2009, p. 591, 2017, 2019) 

and ultimately in shaping “the normative regime of memory—those practices and 

narratives about the past that are considered acceptable by the public and by state 

institutions” of Germany’s world-renowned memory culture (Wüstenberg, 2017, p. 6).  

Activists author their own memories in several ways, such as documenting their 

own political action, influencing media frames, advocating for or against memorialization 
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and commemoration, or offering alternative mnemonic forms (Crozier-De Rosa & 

Mackie, 2018; Wüstenberg, 2017). Activists begin to write their own memory in a more 

formal sense with an origin story (Armstrong & Crage, 2006; Tetrault, 2014). Origin 

stories provide activists with a usable past for identity building and political action, but 

they may also become part of the dominant memory culture. Historian Lisa Tetrault 

(2014), for instance, explains how a faction of American suffragists in 1873, hoping to 

recover from an adultery scandal, used the political climate of commemoration and the 

convenient timing of the Seneca Falls silver anniversary to replace the previously agreed 

upon origin story of the 1850 Worcester Convention. Reviving the forgotten memory of 

Seneca Falls allowed the movement to survive and move forward. It also conveniently 

excluded rival contenders from legitimate leadership and consolidated political power 

within the movement (Tetrault, 2014). As this case illustrates, memory activism need not 

be a unified endeavor; memory among activists is also pluralistic and subject to 

contention (Zamponi, 2018). Sociologists Elizabeth Armstrong and Suzanna Crage 

(2006) explain how some events, such as the Stonewall riots of 1969, rise above even 

earlier events to become origin stories because they met certain conditions. As a dramatic 

event with high relevance to their cause, Stonewall was certainly commemorable, but the 

movement also was sufficiently underway that activists had the necessary “mnemonic 

capacity” to recognize the event’s “commemorability” and the organizational capacity 

and repertoires to initiate its commemoration with the desired frame (Armstrong & 

Crage, 2006, p. 726). Furthermore, the event and the commemorative form of an annual 

gay pride parade resonated with publics and lent themselves to repetition and 
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institutionalization across time and space (Armstrong & Crage, 2006). “The Stonewall 

story,” as Armstrong and Crage (2006, p. 725) contend, “is thus better viewed as an 

achievement of gay liberation rather than as a literal account of its origins.”   

Activists also work to shape the memories of others’ contentious political groups. 

The most interesting examples of such efforts is when activists engage in memory work 

for contentious politics not naturally aligned with their politics. PEGIDA and the 

Revolutions of 1989 memories or the New Right in the United States and civil rights 

movement memories both demonstrate how activists manipulate and distort others’ 

contentious politics to serve their political needs. As noted above, PEGIDA’s 

appropriation of Revolutions of 1989 memories is core to its identity work, as it helps its 

members claim a democratic legacy and shield accusations of neo-Nazism (Richardson-

Little & Merrill, 2020). However, the reverse could also be argued, namely that 

PEGIDA’s use of this memory has at least for its supporters recast memories of 1989 in 

the image of PEGIDA. Historian Jacquelyn Dowd Hall (2005) offers such a case in her 

study of the New Right in the United States and its civil rights movement memory work. 

Memory of movements, even when authored by activists rather than official memory 

actors, “distorts and suppresses as much as it reveals” (Hall, 2005, p. 1233). In the 1970s, 

looking to reinvent itself after a decade of decline, the conservative movement acted 

“first by incorporating neoconservatives who eschewed old-fashioned racism and then by 

embracing an ideal of formal equality, focusing on blacks’ ostensible failings, and 

positioning itself as the true inheritor of the civil rights legacy” (Hall, 2005, p. 1237). 

Under “color-blind” politics, the New Right simplified civil rights movement memories 
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in ways that denied the movement’s work on structural racism and attributed their 

struggles to individual bigotry, which “color-blind” conservatism promised to resolve 

(Hall, 2005, p. 1237). The new narrative “had wide appeal, in part because it conformed 

to white, middle-class interests and flattered national vanities and in part because it 

resonated with ideals of individual effort and merit that are widely shared” (Hall, 2005, p. 

1238). Through the newly authored memories, which were widespread and frequently 

repeated, the New Right could attribute any persistent problems to blacks themselves and 

thereby have free reign to pursue their politics without “uncomfortable questions” about 

racial inequalities embedded in socio-political structures (Hall, 2005, p. 1262).  

Activists also work to author memories beyond contentious political bodies and to 

reshape memory cultures writ large through political action. Often activists are especially 

concerned with reviving forgotten memories either left untended or actively concealed by 

official memory actors. Tactics include creating independent archives, community-based 

education initiatives, physical site restoration, alternative memory tours, maps and/or 

signage, art projects, civic spaces for public dialogue, and advocacy for official 

recognition via memorials, street names, and/or commemoration (Gutman, 2017a, 2017b; 

Holc, 2018; Wüstenberg, 2009, 2017, 2019). The activist-led “Streetlight Project” in 

Lublin, Poland, for example, helped restore a fourteenth-century archway once central to 

the town’s Jewish life, worked with the utility company to turn off the former Jewish 

Quarter’s streetlights for one hour on the anniversary eve of the ghetto liquidation, and 

held a candlelight vigil in remembrance (Holc, 2018). Palestinian activists also use a host 

of tactics, including explicitly spatial ones such as alternative tours, maps, signage, and 
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site restoration to achieve some manner of “historical justice” through commemorative 

forms that revive destroyed Palestian villages (Gutman, 2017b, p. 6). Indeed, memory 

activists often “focus on changing the meanings of familiar spaces” (Holc, 2011, p. 79).  

Whether in or by, activists’ memory work democratizes memory and disrupts “the 

elite monopoly of historical interpretation” (Salmenkari, 2017, p. 6) and epitomizes the 

social and often contested character of social memory. Activists’ ability to shape memory 

“will vary with socioeconomic status, levels of political power, access to networks, local 

institutional constraints and opportunities, and other resources necessary to support 

movement campaigns” (Timothy Kubal & Becerra, 2014, p. 870). However, once this 

threshold is crossed, activists become important “bearers and shapers of individual and 

collective memory” (Eyerman, 2016, p. 83). Even after “a consensus memory” is 

achieved and institutionalized, activists remain essential to a vibrant and healthy memory 

culture as an ever-present reminder that social memory is never finished and cultural 

power is never absolute (Hajek, 2013, p. 870; Zamponi, 2018).       

Reconstructing Contentious Political Bodies in Space 

This project’s methods were originally designed to address the broader question 

of how German cities remember themselves. More specifically, I worked to disentangle 

the assemblage of actors—in a Latourian sense of humans and non-humans in material-

semiotic networks (Latour, 1996)—behind urban memoryscapes and the implications for 

national and local identity. As such, most of my time in the field was occupied by visits 

to various memory sites. I collected data from 38 museums, 111 memorials, 79 historical 

sites, ten mobile apps, ten historical tours, seven walking paths, 13 in-person and 49 
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virtual demonstrations, a spattering of lectures, performances and special events, and 

daily flâneur-inspired walks (Appendix B). I produced over 900 pages of fieldnotes 

reconstructing, reflecting on, and probing my experiences with these sites and the diverse 

memory technologies they employed. Narrowed to social memory in protest, this 

dissertation cannot reflect the full breadth of my fieldwork; however, these other 

activities are not altogether absent in the following pages. They provided an essential 

historical foundation with which to understand the politics, symbolism, and repertoires of 

contentious political actors encountered in the field. Indeed, the connections between past 

and present while engaging historical sites, museums, memorials and historical tours 

helped direct the present focus on social memory in protest.  

To approach the aforementioned research questions, this study is based on 

participant observation and narrative analysis. Participant observation, the original label 

for ethnographic research (Flick, 2014; Gans, 1999; Lüders, 2004), remains the 

ethnographer’s most distinctive and important method (Gans, 1999). It allows researchers 

a view into both explicit and implicit experiences, routines, and practices within a 

meaningful context (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Brennen, 2013; Tedlock, 2000). Much of 

culture is not present to consciousness as something that can be readily articulated, and so 

participant observation can reveal entirely different, some would argue deeper, aspects of 

culture (Adler & Adler, 1987; Boellstorff et al., 2012). Understanding culture to be 

embodied practices, participant observation builds knowledge through firsthand, 

embodied experience, “learning to see, think, feel, and sometimes even behave as an 

insider” (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Tedlock, 2000, p. 457). Immersion of this kind provides 
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researchers opportunities to test through experience their emerging conceptualizations 

(Hine, 2008). Atkinson and Hammersley (1994) argue that the social world demands such 

active engagement, and according to Gans (1999, p. 540), participant observation’s 

ability to get close to people in their everyday lifeworlds actually makes it the “most 

scientific” (read: most valid) of all empirical methods. 

 Different researcher positions are possible under the umbrella of participant 

observation. While Gustavson and Cytrynbaum (2003) call for more analysis of relational 

spaces, scholars currently understand participant observation as a gradient: complete 

observer, observer as participant, participant as observer, and complete participant. The 

complete observer and complete participant are little used and ethically questionable. The 

observer as participant, used in early ethnographies, readily reveals the researcher 

identity but limits active engagement with community members (Atkinson & 

Hammersley, 1994; Brennen, 2013; Flick, 2014; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). For 

instance, the pioneering anthropologist Franz Boas (1858–1942) neither lived among 

participants nor learned their language, and although the anthropologist Bronisław 

Malinowski (1884–1942) lived among them and used their language, he maintained a 

problematic power relationship and an aloof separation from the community (Adler & 

Adler, 1987). Most effective is the participant as observer, as the researcher can obtain 

greater access to social experiences and thus construct richer and arguably more valid 

data through this closer relationship (Adler & Adler, 1987; Brennen, 2013). The level of 

the ethnographer’s participation has been a critical debate (Adler & Adler, 1987) and 
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continues to raise ethical questions, because the closer one gets, the greater the potential 

for betrayal (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; M. Fine et al., 2000). 

Striving to embody the participant as observer, I took the position of an interested 

but not invested party in the contentious political discourses encountered in the field. 

Explored more fully in Appendix C, my hyphenated German-American identity greatly 

shaped the field experience. Holding familial, cultural, and legal ties to Germany, I have 

at various points in my life identified strongly with my German roots. Thus before 

entering the field, I was already a participant in a broader German culture. Nevertheless, 

each city exhibited its own character, habits, and rhythms different not only from my 

American experience but from my prior experience in the suburbs of Stuttgart. My 

position and my understanding of it in relation to my American roots evolved and became 

more nuanced in the course of fieldwork. Not only was the specific realm of German 

politics more unfamiliar ground, but my experience with German culture was also quite 

different outside the context of my German family. News reports and conversations with 

German informants were helpful in understanding the basic contours of Germany’s 

contentious politics, while memorials, museums, and historical sites offered a historical 

foundation. That said, each protesting body, even those with national organizing, often 

had dynamics, routines, and rituals particular to a given locality. Reflexivity, always an 

important aspect of fieldwork, was especially important given my hybrid identity. 

Fieldnote observations were followed by reflections on how my own politics and 

identities overlapped or failed to overlap with the protesting bodies studied and how in 

turn ideological relationships might shape my observations (see Appendix C). In addition 
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to engaging these groups within their demonstration spaces, I regularly followed their 

online presences as a source of information for upcoming demos and as a representation 

of the cultures, communities, and places they sought to cultivate. The following addresses 

the logistics of studying protesting bodies in-person and online.  

À la Michel de Certeau, my street level participation in demonstrations offered 

the best view of the protesting body’s performance of memory and place-making 

practices. de Certeau (1984) argues that people come to know a city by walking, the 

practice of moving through lived space. Urbanites are “Wandersmänner, whose bodies 

follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to read it” (de 

Certeau, 1984, p. 93). Walking among them at the street level provides a cornucopia of 

sensory data—feeling, smelling, tasting the scene (de Certeau, 1984). Unsurprisingly, 

walking in step with protesting bodies, the practice of moving through a political space as 

it was being constructed, offered an abundance of multifaceted data.  

As exemplified in the opening fieldwork excerpt, I alternated between the two 

positions of suckerfish and pilot fish in the course of any demonstration. Whereas the 

suckerfish clings to a larger body, the pilot fish swims around the larger body. That is, in 

the first position, I looked inward to take note of the protesting body’s meaning making 

from the symbols carried on and by its members to the gestures, chants, and songs they 

performed. In the second position, the focus turned outward to observe how the 

protesting body interacted with and evoked responses from the surroundings whether 

bystanders, counter-protesters, police, or physical structures. I took geo-tagged photos 

and videos to gather impressions and audiovisual data. Video data was especially helpful 
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for Chapter 3 to capture protest music I was unable to immediately identify during the 

performance and in reconfirming the spatial context in which the music played. I also 

made notes via a mobile app, which I expanded at the demonstration’s conclusion and 

used to provide a full narrative as part of my end of day fieldnote narratives.  

In addition to audiovisual and narrative data, I used MapMyWalk, a mobile app, 

to construct maps based on my phone’s GPS to document protest routes. I expanded this 

data with route data from groups’ websites, their opposition groups (often the better 

source with ready-made counter-protest maps), or data I pieced together by hand via 

YouTube footage. Using Google My Maps, I digitized these contemporary protest routes 

to compare them to one another and to set them alongside historical protest routes and 

memory sites I had gleaned from my work with memorial museums, historical tours, and 

mobile apps. These maps became the basis of the spatial analysis in Chapter 4.  

Through demonstrations I became more attuned to the visuals that continue 

contentious politics in the absence of protesting bodies. Increasingly, my daily flâneur-

inspired walks turned into hunts for the traces left behind by protesters as well as the 

political work of street artists. In addition to geo-tagged photographs captured in the 

course of these walks, I later used online street art hunting communities, such as Street 

Art Cities, and the social media profiles of street artists and street art hunters on 

Instagram (sometimes found from tags in physical space and others through the search 

term “#[cityname]streetart”) to widen the dataset. I contacted some of the street artists via 

their social media accounts and websites after returning from the field. This data served 

as the basis for the visual discourse analysis in Chapter 5.    
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While demonstration participation was sometimes planned, I often stumbled upon 

them in the course of carrying out other fieldwork. I attended a total of 13 demonstrations 

embodying diverse issues in public space, including nationalism, state borders and 

refugees, European identity, Islam, far-right hate, war and militarism, labor, justice, and 

American gun violence (see Appendix D). Crowd sizes varied from handfuls to 

thousands. Regardless of size, the general suckerfish and pilot fish approaches remained 

the same; however, the group’s size and the activities did determine participation length. 

Smaller groups rallying with signs or information stands do not require as much time as 

fully assembled protesting bodies with speakers and/or demonstration walks.  

 Virtual participation was often logistically necessary as well as methodologically 

useful. Given the original project aim and the realities of multi-sited fieldwork (that is, 

events occurring at one fieldsite while in another), I studied at least 49 demonstrations via 

livestreams and reportages on YouTube (see Appendix E). As every representation is a 

reflection of the position from which it came, I approached these videos with caution and 

worked with multiple sources when available. The data includes five classes of videos: 

group livestreams, news livestreams, news reports, organizational opposition reports, and 

individual-captured footage. Some groups, such as PEGIDA and AfD, tend to provide 

their own livestreams of demonstrations. Generally, these group livestreams focus on 

podium speakers with occasional crowd shots. More rarely they may document 

demonstration walks. They favor representations of consensus or depict strawman 
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counter protesters. News agencies, notably RT Deutsch and Ruptly,10 sometimes 

livestream demonstrations. More often news agencies, such as Der Spiegel and Deutsche 

Welle, provide shorter news reports. In both cases, news footage tends to focus on 

clashes between protesters and counter-protesters or protesters and police. Conflict rather 

than consensus serves as the focus. Organizational opposition reports, such as the 

Jüdisches Forum, highlight aspects of the protesting body in order to hold it up to 

critique. Whether narrated, subtitled, or without comment, these videos bring focus to the 

most controversial and dangerous contentious politics performed in a protesting body.11 

Individuals round out the offerings by offering their particular street level view of a 

demonstration. These videos vary widely in tone from documentary to propagandistic 

compilations. Just as I reflected upon my own positionality as researcher in the firsthand 

data I produced, I scrutinized the ideological positions of the various video producers.  

Despite the limitations of second hand data, the virtual demonstration data proved 

methodologically helpful. On the ground, the researcher produces ample sensory data; 

however, the very closeness that produces this data can also be analytically blinding and 

hinder the ability to represent knowledge (de Certeau, 1984; Tuan, 1977/2014). As a 

 

10 Funded by a Russian government non-profit ANO “TV-Novosti,” RT Deutsch and 

Ruptly are less than ideal sources. RT (formerly Russia Today) is a state-controlled 

Russian television news network that provides multilingual coverage to an international 

audience. Its regional channels such as RT Deutsch provide local content. Ruptly is a 

Berlin-based division of RT. International news providers and experts have accused the 

network of propaganda and disinformation. However, these news agencies were the best 

substitute in the absence of group livestreams because of the amount of coverage offered.  

11 Dangerous here refers to expressions that do harm to a category of people and/or to 

democratic institutions.  
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supplement to the street level experience, the virtual demonstrations offered a vantage 

point akin to Lefebvre’s (1992/2004) balcony, a position simultaneously inside and 

outside. Unlike the skyscraper that de Certeau (1984) critiques in offering his street level 

approach, the balcony “is not a mental place” of abstract thought but a “practical space” 

from which the researcher may posit theories to be confirmed or invalidated by walking 

the street (Lefebvre, 1992/2004, p. 42). The balcony combines the sensory experience of 

the street with the distant thought of the skyscraper (Lefebvre, 1992/2004). Being one 

degree removed in the virtual experience better encouraged analytical thinking as 

opposed to the street experience where I was often too busy being a body among bodies 

and working to document the scene to be in an analytical frame of mind. Often familiar 

with the spaces through which these protesting bodies moved, I found myself in a counter 

position to Halbwachs (1950/1980), who peopled landscapes, and instead landscaped 

people. That is, given the representation of protesting bodies, I imagined the larger 

landscapes through which they moved. This familiarity enabled me, in the case of 

livestreams and unedited video, to digitally reconstruct demonstration routes based on 

visual cues. Even when I had first hand data, I often still sought out virtual footage for a 

different perspective (literally a different angle and framing), for better sound than my 

onsite experience, and for confirmation of my experience as part of the protesting body.  

The combination of street level and balcony approaches to the contentious politics 

of Dresden, Berlin, and Munich support the aim to understand and interrogate the 

protesting bodies and their lifeworlds. Ethnographers both deconstruct and construct 

difference whether they deploy scholarly concepts to “[make] strange things familiar” or 
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question cultural assumptions to “[make] the familiar seem strange” (Hine, 2008, p. 261). 

In turn, ethnographies educate and enable conversations across societal lines, which have 

“grown progressively more nuanced, more immediate, and more irregular” in our world 

of endless connection (Geertz, 1988, p. 147; van Maanen, 1988/2011). Just as 

ethnographers engage in acts of “cultural translation,” describing one culture in terms of 

another (Asad, 1986, p. 161), I endeavor through this dissertation to translate German 

protest and memory for a wider English speaking audience as well as to translate far-right 

and far-left to a moderate middle. Thus, this project shares the strength of ethnographies 

writ large, namely “to enlarge the possibility of intelligible discourse between people 

quite different from one another” (Geertz, 1988, p. 147; van Maanen, 1988/2011).   

To make sense of fieldwork data, participant observers rely on some form of 

textual analysis. In this case, narrative analysis is a natural choice. As a foundational 

building block to life, narrative enables “the mediation between man and the world […,] 

referentiality; the mediation between men, communicability, [and] the mediation between 

man and himself, self-understanding” (Ricoeur, 1992, p. 27). The literature review above 

demonstrates how narrative runs through the dissertation’s central concepts—social 

memory, contentious politics, identity, place, and mobility. The data is narrative in 

character: protest music as a lyrical narrative, demonstration walks as a spatial narrative, 

and street art as a visual narrative. Even in cases where the data’s narrativity is less 

obvious, the very process by which people interpret the world around them is a narrative 

act. Narratives are made in the relationship between storyteller or text and reader 
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(Ricoeur, 1992). Indeed, the sense-making narratives constructed through fieldnotes 

exemplify this very experience and constitute an important form of narrative data.  

Narrative analysis may use one or more frameworks to examine the stories found 

in the field or produced by participants or the researcher (Parcell & Baker, 2017). There 

are five general approaches: thematic, structural, functional, dialogic/performance, and 

visual (Parcell & Baker, 2017; Riessman, 2008). The approaches favored in the analysis 

presented are functional and dialogic/performance. Functional narrative analysis is 

primarily concerned with the underlying motivation or drive behind a narrative. What is 

the narrative’s purpose and what does it accomplish? Narratives, or narrators, will often 

have multiple concomitant purposes, such as to understand, to persuade, to produce an 

affective experience (Parcell & Baker, 2017). Dialogic/performance narrative analysis 

redirects the analytical lens to the immediate context of the telling—in a relational, 

historical, and spatial sense—as well as its relationship to wider discourses. The 

dialogic/performance approach to narrative looks more pointedly at the co-constructive 

space between teller/text and audience and examines the who, when, where, and why of 

the telling (Parcell & Baker, 2017; Riessman, 2008).  

Narrative analysis tends to focus on written or oral data to the exclusion of bodies. 

When narrative scholars consider the body, it is often only in terms of the represented 

body rather than the physical bodies of flesh and blood collectively co-authoring the 

performed narrative. Failure to consider the body reduces narrative to a cognitive 

experience and ignores the important ways in which both teller and listeners shape the 

experience and interpretations of narratives (Hydén, 2013). This is especially true in the 



 

88 

context of assembled protesting bodies who use their physicality and their spatial 

presence to tell narratives. Even with street art and the apparent absence of a body, the 

viewer’s visual experience imaginatively connects to a body that puts itself at legal and 

sometimes physical risk to create a narrative space. Despite scholars’ artificially imposed 

partition, narrative and lived experience are bound to one another (Ricoeur, 1992) and 

anchored in the body (Hydén, 2013). As teller and listener co-construct narrative, they 

look to each other and to other visible bodies to help with interpretation whether it be in 

gesture, facial expression, body position, or even voice (Hydén, 2013). Bodies come to 

act “as a bundle of communicative resources” in the narrative performance to clarify, to 

emphasize, or to add further meaning to the narrative (Hydén, 2013, p. 130).     

A note on language translations is also in order. German contentious politics are 

multilingual. German and English are common regardless of protest or street corner, and 

contentious political actors also make frequent use of Spanish, Italian, French, and 

Turkish. The choice of language often imprints its own significance on the specific 

political message as well as the overall ethos of the political contention. To reflect this 

meaningful multilingual reality, field evidence is presented as originally experienced 

where appropriate with a translation and/or explanation provided via parenthetical or 

footnote.  
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 CHAPTER 3  

‘PLACELINGS’ IN VOICE: RECONSTRUCTING PLACE THROUGH MUSIC 

AND MEMORY 

The skies shook as I made my way across Albertplatz. My destination? The 

Frauenkirche’s 500 Years Reformation concert. Anticipating Felix 

Mendelssohn’s graceful notes, the booming sounds from Altstadt were 

especially jarring. The sound grew every few meters but remained 

indecipherable. A soccer match, I assumed, but then again the stadium lay 

much further and in a different direction. Crossing Augustusbrücke, 

cheers of “Deutschland” seemed to emerge from the uproar. Stepping off 

the bridge, the source became visible. Behind construction, barricades, 

police and a sea of German and Wirmer flags, 12 PEGIDA rallied.  

[…] 

As the night’s speakers gathered back on stage, the final act of this two 

plus hour anniversary demo was PEGIDA’s familiar closing ritual—the 

collective singing of “Das Deutschlandlied.” Sung at the foot of the 

Semperoper, a symbol of Dresden’s devotion to music, the protesting 

body’s amateur performance in the street lights’ golden glow and the 

constellations of mobile phone flashlights stood in opposition of that rich 

musical legacy. The Semperoper, which had refused to supply power to 

the PEGIDA demo, had repeatedly served as an object of derision in the 

night’s speeches as a place representing the elitism PEGIDA opposes. 

Rarely musical or lyrical masterpieces, national anthems usually fail to 

penetrate the walls of such institutions devoted to cultural excellence. The 

ritualized performance thus took on new meaning at the foot of the opera 

house; “Das Deutschlandlied” belongs to the German people, not to the 

elites. Whatsmore, an off-pitch performance accompanied by a single 

drum, quality was irrelevant. The music—its lyrics and the act of the 

amateur collective performance—was precisely the political message it 

wished to deliver: “Wir sind das Volk” [“We are the people”]. 

 

12 Designed by Josef Wirmer (1901–1944) in 1944, the Wirmer flag redesigned the black-

red-gold of the Weimar Republic flag into a Nordic Cross. Wirmer intended for his 

design to serve as the national flag in the event that Claus von Stauffenberg’s 20 July plot 

in 1944 to assassinate Hitler was successful. While German and especially Wirmer flags 

dominated, diverse flags appear at PEGIDA rallies, including historic flags (e.g., pre-

1918 Kingdom of Saxony), other national flags (e.g., Norway and Hungary), political 

group flags of IBD and AfD, and regional flags (e.g., Dresden, Hesse). 
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 As captivating as the protesting body’s visuality may be, it is often their aurality 

carried through winding city streets and tall, overlapping structures that passersby first 

feel that body’s presence. Music, from spontaneous to studio creations, is core to protest 

soundscapes and the efforts of contentious political actors to reimagine and reconstruct 

place. Germans have used song as a form of contentious political speech since the 

Vormärz period (1815–1848) (Gasaway Hill, 2018). The idea of “music as a change-

agent” has ebbed and flowed throughout German history, surviving even its darkest 

chapters (Gasaway Hill, 2018, p. 149). Music remains a primary pillar of contemporary 

contentious politics whether performed live on stage, projected from traveling sound 

trucks, or collectively performed by the protesting body. Music shapes affects, directs 

movements of the body, and invites listeners into a collaborative relationship (Eyerman, 

2002). Participants become co-creators in the (re)making of these musical expressions 

that in turn construct meaning through musical composition, lyrical content, and 

performance context (Eyerman, 2002; Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Garratt, 2018; 

Martinelli, 2017). Protesting bodies can wield music’s tripartite of meaning making to 

build solidarity, recall a social memory, or move bodies to desired political actions. As 

this chapter evidences, all three may also work specifically to change the meaning of 

place in the protesting body’s own image. Musical scores may evoke landscapes real and 

imagined, lyrics may bring myths and grand ideas to bear on place, and performances 

intensify the spatial context in which the protesting body finds itself.  

To demonstrate how contentious political actors act as placelings in protest, this 

chapter begins with a brief discussion of music’s political capacity and an overview of 



 

91 

relevant genres in Germany’s political musicscape. Following from this foundation, I 

provide notable protest songs across the political spectrum that construct political place 

expressions through music, lyric, and performance. Three forms of contentious political 

placemaking through music follow. The first examines artistic constructions of the street 

in original music by incorporating familiar protest chants. Especially frequent in punk 

and rap, this music constructs the street as a political place in which political being is 

made, threatened, and defended. The second considers how artists and activists use 

original music to define sociopolitical problems in spatial terms and to project their hopes 

and fears on surrounding landscapes. The third looks at the particular practice of 

repurposing historical protest music from past contentious politics. These musical 

appropriations carry political place memories to mobilize participants and to offer a 

shorthand vision for the place of the contentious political action. Collectively, these three 

forms and their contents evidence how music, that most portable and mnemonic of 

artforms, is “a change-agent” (Gasaway Hill, 2018, p. 149) of place as well as politics.  

Music’s Political Capacity 

 Musicologists and sociologists alike continue to debate how to name and define 

the use of music in contentious politics. Protest song is favored in public discourse, but 

the term is tied to the historical context of the 1920s US labor movement in which it 

emerged and “indelibly defined by the music of the 1960s” (Garratt, 2018, p. 129). 

Despite its historical specificity, the term has been stretched to such extent that it no 

longer sufficiently identifies the object of study. Even as commentators lament the death 

of the protest song, which they have done since the late 1960s, every political reference is 
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“hailed as marking its rebirth and instantly incorporated into the canon of protest 

classics” (Garratt, 2018, p. 143). However, historically, protest songs referred to music 

explicitly written for political purposes, often with special consideration for its 

performance in contentious political contexts—i.e., simple and mobile instrumentation if 

any, basic musical structures that are culturally resonant and recognizeable, and catchy, 

memorable lyrics (Martinelli, 2017). Already generalized and made increasingly implicit 

in the 1960s, some of the music in contemporary contentious politics appears altogether 

apolitical. Grieved by some, music need not have an explicit political message to be 

powerful in contentious politics (Garratt, 2018). Even so, the use of protest song no 

longer befits the larger phenomenon at hand. Some have simply added qualifying terms, 

such as “songs of social protest” (Martinelli, 2017, p. 1), as partial fixes to better identify 

music in the context of social change. Others have tried to broaden the concept to 

“political music,” which also includes state affirmative music designed to maintain power 

(Kutschke, 2016). Musicologist James Garratt (2018, p. 5) goes even further and speaks 

of the intersection of music and politics in all of its “contingent, temporary alliances” 

“rather than being locked into fixed modes of interaction.” In this chapter, I use protest 

music to refer to music specifically designed for political action as well as music put to 

such use by protesting bodies after its creation.  

 Music alone cannot bring about sociopolitical change; its power lies in its 

relationship to a collective body (Garratt, 2018). Music molds collective identities, recalls 

collective memories, and inspires collective actions (Eyerman, 2002). Working at a 

cognitive and affective level, resonant music and lyrics speak to value structures while 
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the collective performance thereof builds solidarity (Eyerman, 2002; Eyerman & 

Jamison, 1998; Garratt, 2018; Kutschke, 2016). Thus music is “crucial to the process of 

articulating and fusing […protesting bodies] in a social and political sense” (Eyerman, 

2002, p. 456). Not only does music solidify the group and serve as a recruitment tool to 

reach the politically disengaged, but it also serves as one of the primary ways protesting 

bodies engage with publics in public space (Eyerman, 2002; Garratt, 2018). The 

American civil rights movement, for example, mastered music in contentious politics to 

such extent that some refer to it as “a singing movement” (Eyerman, 2002, p. 446). In 

addition to the internal community work music performs, protesting bodies use music as 

“political mediators” to recruit new members and to persuade others of sociopolitical 

problems and solutions (Eyerman, 2002, p. 445; Garratt, 2018). While some dismiss 

music compared to other contentious political actions, it is part and parcel to contentious 

politics and a key form with which contentious political actors work to transform culture 

(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Garratt, 2018). Some social movements have been known to 

shape and even birth new music genres that continue their political action long after the 

protesting body’s physical presence in the street (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). 

 The study of music’s political capacity in the realm of contentious politics calls 

for a tripartite approach. Protest music scholars have focused on lyrics to the exclusion of 

musical composition and especially of performance context (Garratt, 2018; Kutschke, 

2016). Musical configurations, which work through cultural association, and 

performance, with its aesthetic and affective dimensions, can be just as political as any 

explicit lyric (Eyerman, 2002; Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Garratt, 2018; Kutschke, 2016; 
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Martinelli, 2017). Music completely absent of words, from classical orchestrations to 

techno, may nevertheless convey a set of politics. The reason for this as Garratt (2018, p. 

19) explains, is “our responses to sonic stimuli are mediated, shaped and framed by 

discourses, considered in the broadest sense as assemblages of meaning which organize 

and make intelligible the world around us.” People, even those not musically trained, 

make associations between similar musical configurations and apply the knowledge of 

the known work, including its politics, to the new (Kutschke, 2016). Borrowing a section 

of Richard Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries,” for example, brings to mind an epic story 

and landscape as well as the artist’s anti-Semetic nationalism. Similarly, the context in 

which that work is experienced shapes the interpretation. Contentious political actors 

often introduce their music “with short, highly ideological statements and [end] with a 

series of collective gestures […] and the shouting of slogans” (Eyerman, 2002, p. 450). 

Even in the absence of these rhetorical anchors, the collective experience of music in this 

context, “dissolving the boundaries between self and other,” creates a bodily experience 

that often outweighs any lyrics (Eyerman, 2002; Garratt, 2018, p. 19). Performance 

context is especially important for music taken up time and again for different causes. 

The performance makes and remakes the text and thus deserves scholarly consideration 

(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). Appreciating their synergy, the analysis that follows 

considers music, lyric, and performance as relevant to an interpreation.  

As a temporal art form, music shares a relationship with memory. Intrigued with 

the social memory of classical musicians, Halbwachs (1950/1980) offers a materialist 

argument, i.e., how musical notations on paper anchor musicians’ social memory even for 
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those who eventually learn the music by heart. While he regards musicians’ memory as 

“naturally more extensive and far more reliable,” music and memory share a relationship 

for audiences too (Halbwachs, 1950/1980, p. 161). Unable to read musical notation, non-

musicians interpret and remember musical themes and rhythmic patterns; they understand 

its fundamental vocabulary even if they cannot reproduce it because those meanings have 

woven themselves into the fabric of society (Halbwachs, 1950/1980). Similarly inspired, 

W. E. B. Du Bois (1903/2007) discusses the power of music, in his case Negro spirituals, 

to connect a collective to their past and even enable those outside the group to share in 

that memory. A protesting body can use music to “objectivy itself and its history, making 

itself visible to others, as well as creating and establishing a sense of continuity” 

(Eyerman, 2002, p. 447). Through music, especially the ritual aspects of its performance, 

past contentious politics remain alive in the minds and actions of contemporaries 

(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). Furthermore, music can connect both past and present to an 

imagined future achieved through political action (Eyerman, 2002). 

As I argue here, music shares a relationship with geography as well as memory. 

Since the march songs of the Hambacher Fest in 1832 called out for German unity and 

freedoms of press and person (Heigel, 1913; Sperber, 1989), music has joined forces with 

German contentious politics to shape geographic as well as political imaginaries. 

Whereas early protest songs were explicit in their political purposes, the category 

expanded in the 1960s blending political and commercial interests (Martinelli, 2017). 

Dresden, Berlin and Munich’s contemporary protest musicscapes are diverse in genre, 

artistic persona, and spatial and temporal representation. Genres are not inherently bound 
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to a specific set of politics, and some, such as hardcore punk, are found at both political 

extremes. That said, music is a sign system of associations (Kutschke, 2016) and some 

sound configurations are more closely tied to certain political orientations, ways of being, 

and worldviews than others. In the field, right-wing groups favored more traditionally 

rooted music, such as national and group anthems, classical, and Schlager (carefree, 

sentimental European pop). Nevertheless, Rechtsrap (right rap) also marked their 

musicscape, especially for youth-oriented outreach. Left-wing groups favored well-worn 

protest songs from past contentious politics and more classic protest genres, such as punk 

and rap. However, they also had strong currents of dance music and multicultural sounds. 

Each of these genres shares its own relationship to place. 

Musically and lyrically second rate, national anthems are explicit in their 

placemaking efforts. They render the abstract idea of nation into an expansive, enduring 

emotional place worthy of praise and pride. The national place offered may be set in the 

present, may be a remembered place, or may be an imagined place yet to be (Kelen, 

2014). Germany’s national anthem originally centered on an imagined German place yet 

to be. Penned in 1841 by poet and academic August Heinrich Hoffmann von Fallersleben 

(1798–1874), “Das Lied der Deutschen” (“Song of the Germans”) dared to envision a 

unified German nation in defiance of the 39-state sovereigns of the German 

Confederation (1816–1848). The poem was itself a contentious political act for which 

Hoffmann was exiled (Hanson, 2013). Nevertheless, his publisher set the poem to to 

Joseph Haydn’s “Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser” (1797). The new song, colloquially 

known as the “Deutschlandlied,” endured and became a symbol of the democratic 1848–
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1849 revolutions. It took another 50 years before the revolutionary song became the 

official national anthem (Kelen, 2014). Blemished by Hoffmann’s anti-Semitism and 

amputated by the Nazi’s extremist interpretation of the first stanza, the national anthem 

nonetheless provides right-wing groups the sweeping pan-German geography they desire 

and has inspired group anthems, such as the “Pegida-Hymne” (“PEGIDA Anthem”).   

Even in the absence of lyrics, classical orchestrations are surprisingly steeped in 

political geographies. Through the three B’s—Bach, Beethoven, Brahms—alone, 

Germans hold a strong claim to the genre of classical music, which some once considered 

the “most German of the arts” (Applegate & Potter, 2002, p. 2; Potter, 1998). Most 18th 

century composers, such as Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), rarely intentionally 

cultivated the connection between their music and a German or national identity. Music 

critics, statesmen, and other intellectuals rendered classical music political, imbuing a 

German identity or nationalist sentiment in musical criticism and rhetorical deployment 

(Applegate & Potter, 2002; Painter, 2008). In the 19th century, as the status of composers 

and the geopolitical shape of Europe changed, some composers began to draw these 

associations for themselves, most notably Richard Wagner (1813–1883) (Applegate & 

Potter, 2002). Wagner, an anti-Semite, was “an outspoken commentator on the meaning 

of being German” (Applegate & Potter, 2002, p. 2). He foregrounded his nationality in 

his public persona, questioned the Germanness of rivals, and publicly expressed his 

national sentiments with regard to the past and present of a German nation (Applegate & 

Potter, 2002). He frequently appropriated culturally German legends and histories for his 

operas and exhibited an intense relationship between music and place through his music, 
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liberatos, set designs, and performance settings (Applegate, 2007; Applegate & Potter, 

2002; Sternberg, 1998). Geography itself became a character as Wagner performances 

“[fused] fantasy and myth with geographical reality” (Sternberg, 1998, p. 327). Critics, 

propagandists, statesmen, and other public figures further elaborated, exaggerated, and 

mythologized the German nationalism of his works (Applegate & Potter, 2002). 

Music, politics, and place intertwine in popular genres as well. As a conservative 

response to a perceived identity threat, Schlager offers re-constructions of Heimat as a 

place solution to German identity needs. Scholars and publics alike frequently dismiss 

Schlager for its apparent lack of artistic or socio-cultural value (Mendívil, 2016, 2017). 

However, music ethnologist Jugo Mendívil (2015, 2016, 2017) argues that Schlager’s 

sentimentality is part of an influential conservative cultural imaginary of Heimat. The 

genre is “the sonic expression of nostalgia for an idyllic world” of an imagined Germany 

past (Mendívil, 2016, p. 103). Musically, Schlager songs reconstruct the safety and 

comfort of Heimat by relying on “the familiar and melodic major chord structure” 

(Mendívil, 2016, p. 103). Lyrically, places abound whether set in beautiful German 

landscapes from the Alps to the North Sea—i.e., typical Heimat imagery—or in idyllic 

foreign geographies, including Italy, Greece, Mexico, and the United States. The 1970s 

inclusion of foreign places, foreign cultural influences, and non-German artists 

counterintuitively “reinforce German musical conservatism” (Mendívil, 2017, p. 36). 

Schlager songs produce an “aesthetic of difference” that limits foreign geographies to 

superficial forays, impasses in cross-cultural understanding, and mirrors of Heimat 

(Mendívil, 2016, 2017, p. 38). That is, Heimat remains intact and unchanged by the 
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cultural exchange while the foreign place retains an “inexorable otherness” (Mendívil, 

2017, p. 38) or is reduced to a mere projection of the  the German listeners’ longing for 

Heimat. The imagined foreign landscape is not about “opening a cultural window for 

German audiences or enabling sophisticated insights into foreign countries” but rather 

German self-affirmation (Mendívil, 2017, p. 39). Mendívil (2016, p. 103) argues, “the 

use of [the Heimat] fantasy in this way is [not only musical escapism, but] also a political 

act of civil disobedience, an oppositional attitude towards the real world.” Thus, Schlager 

defends traditional values against the uncertainty of liberal democracy through a 

conservative act of resistance and subversion.  

Rechtsrap, which has achieved surprising commercial success in the last decade, 

shares Schlager’s longing for Heimat, but adds stronger notes of honor, inheritance, and 

history. The genre possesses an innate dissonance as it uses a genre born of African 

American racial struggles to propagate pan-Europeanism, xenophobia, and/or racism. 

Even so, Rechtsrap is almost musically identical to the larger hip-hop community and 

even similarly operates as a voice for the underprivileged and forgotten in society 

(Putnam & Littlejohn, 2007). The genre has normalized far-right politics in the 

mainstream creating a “grey zone” within which to deliver right-wing ideas and, I would 

argue, problematic geographies under the guise of “healthy patriotism” (Rheinbay, 2013, 

para. 17). The friend-enemy dichotomy is common with right-wing artists representing 

themselves as noble defenders against foreigners, political left parties, and racial or ethnic 

others (Brunner, 2016). Globalization critiques pervade these representations (Brunner, 

2016), and place becomes a fundamental expression of these rappers’ socio-cultural and 
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political grievances. Indeed, it is precisely the loss of Heimat, invoked in name or image, 

that constitutes the chief issue. In contrast to Schlager’s ambiguously bordered Heimat, 

Rechtsrap’s version wraps the place concept in an explicit nationalism, Germanism, or 

pan-Europeanism with deep historical roots. Right-wing rappers do more than mourn the 

loss of this Heimat; they provide its solution—a revival of a mythologized masculinity of 

old Europe. IBD posterboy Komplott is especially illustrative of this construction of a 

historically rooted, masculine Heimat. For example, the music video for “Gestern und 

Morgen” (“Yesterday and Tomorrow”) floods the viewer with historical imagery from 

Arminius (18/17 BC–AD 21), who led an alliance of insurgent Germanic tribes to force 

the Roman Empire’s withdrawal from Germania, to soldiers of the German Empire 

(1871–1918) riding into battle for love of Heimat. With these highlights of German 

“excellence,” Komplott delivers the hook, “Sei wer du bist! / Werde wer du bist! / Sei die 

Verbindung aus Gestern und Morgen! / So lange wir stehen ist nichts verloren!”13 

Rechtsrap reconceives Heimat in more political terms for a new German right. 

Despite the right’s expansion of genres, the left still retains a strong footing in 

punk, rap, and multicultural sound, each sharing a distinct relationship to place. Punk and 

rap are especially interesting begining as local music cultures steeped in community 

politics that then traveled the globe and took on local characteristics (Forman, 2002; 

Meinert & Seeliger, 2016). Whereas British punk gave the genre its political, working 

class character (Kristiansen et al., 2010), German punk emerged in the late 1970s and 

 

13 Be who you are! / Become who you are! / Be the link between yesterday and 

tomorrow! / As long as we stand, nothing is lost! 



 

101 

1980s as a far-left expression of the reemerging far-right problem and mainstream 

politicians’ failures to address it (Hornberger, 2016; Meinert & Seeliger, 2016). 

According to Meinert and Seelinger (2016), German punk became even more political 

than in other national contexts. Yet it also softened the edges of punk by working through 

mainstream pop and blending with other genres. In the absence of prominent youth 

subcultures, punk entered the German context through and borrowed ideas from 

mainstream pop, such as using catchy melodies and hooks in the style of Schlager 

(Meinert & Seeliger, 2016). At the same time, German punk, prioritizing authentic 

expressions of first-hand experiences, used its mother tongue and helped spur the Neue 

Deutsche Welle, which provided a musical expression of German language and culture 

outside of Schlager and a handful of German rock songs (Diederichsen, 2016; 

Hornberger, 2016). With reunification, West German punk melded with East German 

punk, which had retained stronger countercultural vibes and a smaller community 

(Meinert & Seeliger, 2016). The unified stylings “delivered the soundtrack for an 

antifascist countermovement” in the 1990s (Meinert & Seeliger, 2016, p. 210). Almost a 

right of passage, nearly every punk band has an anti-fasicst or anti-racist song (Meinert & 

Seeliger, 2016). Often through shared Antifa politics, German punk has embraced outside 

influences and integration of hip-hop and electronic music (Meinert & Seeliger, 2016). 

As punk flowed into Germany from England, hip-hop—the cultural grouping of 

breakdancing, DJing, rapping, and graffiti—wound its own path from the United States in 

the late 1970s. Although rap was slower to take root, hip-hop as a whole “was the first 

(youth) culture in Germany that was broadly inclusive and allowed any or all young 
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people to participate, regardless of their social, ethnic or economic background” (Güler 

Saied, 2016, pp. 165–166; Munderloh, 2017). Born of the proud sense of place felt in 

Bronx’s multicultural neighborhoods, rap provides powerful place narratives through 

rhyme driven storytelling (Forman, 2002). Because “it is in and through language that the 

values of places are produced” (Forman, 2002, p. 30), the use of English lyrics even in 

the German context was not just an artistic choice—it was a political one that shaped 

German rap’s placemaking. Rap offered an authentic American expression and untainted 

musical history for a youth that felt its own language and musical past were untouchable 

(Diederichsen, 2016; Munderloh, 2017). While Munderloh (2017, p. 195) argues, “[t]he 

dissociation from the German language was thus a refusal to value anything German,” it 

can also be argued that German youth were trying to redefine what counted and could be 

appreciated as German in the first place. Third-culture artists, drawn as they were to rap’s 

marginalized narratives (Diederichsen, 2016; Güler Saied, 2016; Munderloh, 2017), were 

foundational to the genre and notably to the integration of the German language. For 

example, the pioneering multicultural group Advanced Chemistry, founded in 1987, used 

their first single, “Fremd im eigenen Land” (1992, Foriegn in One’s Own Land), to 

pointedly addressed Germany’s xenophobia and racism. While the use of German may 

reflect desires for a wider German audience and/or limited abilities to manipulate the 

English language (von Dirke, 2004), third-culture artists may have been specifically able 

to create German language rap because they shared a different relationship to German 

place. By the early 1990s, Deutschrap emerged as its own subgenre with multi-lingual 

raps mixing German, English, migrant languages and street slang (Diederichsen, 2016; 
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Munderloh, 2017). Rap became increasingly reflective of the German multicultural 

experience of German space. More than reflective of it, rap helped construct the 

multicultural space it envisioned. As Stehle (2012, p. 158) states, “Rap and hip-hop 

artists act as ‘soundscapers,’ who inscribe their presence and their identifications onto the 

urban environments with a combination of music, speech, and imagery.” 

Presencing the Street: Protest Chants in Protest Music 

Primarily a strategy within contemporary beats, artists across the political 

spectrum deploy protest chants within their music. Whether delivered by the artists, 

harmonizing backup singers, or recordings from actual demonstrations, the integration of 

chants renders the song’s politics explicit and, more in line with the focus of this chapter, 

conjures images of the street as a political place that must be filled with protest action. A 

malleable, imagined place in song becomes a self-reflective reference when played within 

the context of an actual demonstration. As a result, these songs bolster the assembled 

protesting body and reconfirm the necessity of their protest action musically driving them 

forward and encouraging their collective voice. 

The politically active Berlin skatepunk band ZSK14 provides the clearest example 

of binding protest action to the street through the familiar Antifa protest chant, “Alerta, 

Alerta Antifascista” (Spanish: Alert, Alert Antifascist) in the song “Antifascista” (2013). 

I first encountered the song among counter protesters to AfD’s Großdemo in Berlin on 27 

 

14 Founded in 1997 near Berlin, ZSK was politically active from the start, playing for 

left-affiliated youth centers. From “Lied eines Revolutionärs” (2000, Song of a 

Revolutionary) to “Make Racists Afraid Again” (2019), ZSK is known for its political 

lyrics engaging the many manifestations of social inequality, including xenophobia. 
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May 2018. On one of the few less populated perpendicular streets, a red crew van flying a 

Bündnis gegen Naziterror und Rassismus flag blasted the track through its rooftop 

speakers. Even in the abscene of a large crowd of bodies, the “Alerta, Alerta 

Antifascista” chant, which is delivered in solo and in harmony, produces mental images 

of large protesting bodies for anyone with passing awareness of the contemporary 

German left. The association is further encouraged sonically by the inclusion of sirens at 

the top of the song. Police sirens, a familiar if alerting sound in everyday life, would have 

established a strong association with the street. However, ZSK opts for a spatially more 

penetrating, expansive civil defense siren, which corresponds with the song’s contention 

that the threat of fascism goes well beyond one street or one city. The ascending and 

descending pattern corresponds with the most urgent of these civil defense sirens, the 

alarm for imminent danger and befitting of the chant’s urgency. Yet, for most Germans, 

the sound is not a contemporary one as most civil defense sirens were dismantled with 

the passing of the Cold War. Thus, the use of the siren conveys a temporal as well as a 

spatial expanse that triggers memories of air raid alarms in Nazi Germany and nuclear 

alarms in divided Germany. The threats of fascism past collide with fascism present. 

The “Alerta, Alerta Antifascista” chant works narratively as a weapon against the 

right. Exemplified by the hook, ZSK lays claim to the city in Antifa’s name and declares 

its intent to physically block the right’s own contentious political efforts. 

Unsere Stadt, merkt euch das! 

Für euch ist kein Platz da 

Alerta, Alerta Antifascista! 

Wir stoppen eure Aufmärsche 

Hetz-Propaganda 

Alerta, Alerta Antifascista! 

Our city, remember that! 

There is no place for you 

Alerta, Alerta Antifascista! 

We stop your marches 

Hate propaganda 

Alerta, Alerta Antifascista! 
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Egal wo ihr auftaucht 

Wir sind zu erst da 

Alerta, Alerta Antifascista! 

No matter where you show up 

we are there first 

Alerta, Alerta Antifascista! 

Repeated no fewer than twenty times in the less than two-minute-thirty-second song, 

ZSK uses the “Alerta, Alerta Antifascista” chant as a bludgeon with which to deny the 

right’s access to and conception of place wherever they go. The first denial is linguistic. 

As they push the Antifa protest chant, ZSK also denies the right’s chosen language, such 

as PEGIDA’s “Spaziergang” (stroll), for its own contentious politics. Referring to the 

right’s demonstrations as “marches” and their rhetoric as “hate propaganda” equates 

these contemporary groups with historic Nazis. The second denial is spatial. The 

declaration “There is no place for you” is followed by a promise in the second verse of a 

physical blockade with thousands of bodies standing in opposition wherever the right 

goes. “You won’t get a meter,” ZSK sings. With this linguistic and spatial denial, ZSK 

lays claim to place. Left unnamed, “our city” reads as an abstracted, composite place. 

With the listing of cities in the second verse—Dresden, Hamburg, Berlin, Dortmund, 

Cologne—ZSK shows the breadth of the Antifa movement. Despite the absence of 

southern cities, the tally shifts the composite place of “our city” into every German city.  

The integration of protest chants is not exclusive to the left. The right, specifically 

Rechtsrap, similarly sees the street as a space to realize its world vision. Komplott,15 

 

15 Left activists helped reveal, Komplott, usually hidden beneath a baseball cap and 

hoodie, to be Patrick Bass, an IBD activist turned rapper from Heidelberg. He 

participated in other far-right groups tied to the old, neo-Nazi right (Gruppe AG 

Schwaben and Burschenschaft Germania in Marburg) before joining the IBD. 
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embodying the “Klang der Reconquista” (Sound of the Reconquista) (Montag, 2016), is 

illustrative of this practice in his song “Europa” (2016). An IBD anthem of sorts (Balzer, 

2019), “Europa” is a dense text steeped in issues of place as well as a clear call to protest. 

Komplott performed the song with Chris Ares16 as part of the 25 August 2018 “Europa 

Nostra” (Italian: Our Europe) event in Dresden. The event was held on Cockerwiese, a 

patchy grass field named in memory of British rock and blues singer Joe Cockers’ 1988 

concert there, a rare opening of cultural borders in the GDR. Under the motto “Identität 

und Heimat bewahren” (“Preserve Identity and Home”), between 300–500 gathered for 

the festival in which even the beer, a “Pils Identitär” brewed by and for “patriots,” was 

ideologically heavy (Bartsch, 2018; Kositz, 2018; Ruptly, August 25, 2018). The city, the 

Bündnis gegen Rassismus, and notable cultural institutions held opposition concerts 

including at Neumarkt under the motto “So klingt Dresden” (This is How Dresden 

Sounds). The neighboring Hygiene Museum offered free admission to its special exhibit 

on racism, organized a concert with a Dresden-based multicultural brass band, and held a 

breakdancing performance (Kositz, 2018). An apartment complex overlooking 

Cockerwiese also hung a multi-story banner on its façade reading “Raum für Toleranz 

und Vielfalt” (Space for Tolerance and Diversity) (Karim & Martin, 2018). Counter 

protesters, including Antifa and Die Linke, assembled under the motto “Kein Platz für 

 

16 Chris Ares, born Christoph Zloch, takes his pseudonym from the Greek god of war. He 

has been linked to IBD and AfD. In his music and YouTube commentary, he declares 

himself a patriotic rapper aiming to reinstill honor, pride, loyalty and Heimatliebe in rap 

specifically and Germany generally. Classified as a right extremist under the Bavarian 

Verfassungsschutz, he has been under surveillance since 2016. 



 

107 

Nazi-Hipster” (No Place for Nazi-Hipsters), led a demonstration walk through Altstadt, 

and gathered at the rim of the fenced area to drown out the event with chants, music, and 

noise (Bartsch, 2018; Nowak, 2018). 

Komplott’s “Europa” befits this contentious political context as it makes a clear 

call to protest action. The incorporation of protest chants begins in the second verse and 

takes all three delivery forms: artist, recorded protest sound, and harmonizing backup 

singers. Komplott first gives voice to the physical presence of the summoned protesting 

body with his own voice: “l’Europe libéré” (French: Liberate Europe) and 

“Reconquista.” The former is a nod to the original French Identitarians, Les Identitaires. 

“L’Europe libéré” is delivered as the cause for which “we” stand in the face of 

“adversaries” of “ethnocultural continuity,” which is a perfect summation of the IBD. 

The latter is part of a signature IBD chant: “Europa, Jugend, Reconquista” (Europe, 

Youth, Reconquista). The chant is followed by recorded protest sounds making clear that 

the battle for Heimat begins with street protests. The interlude features Götz Kubitschek, 

a publisher, journalist and far right activist of the Neue Rechte who played an 

organizational role for the German IBD, presumably speaking at a PEGIDA rally.  

Unser Volk, ist noch lange nicht am 

Ende. Und wir alle werden in den 

kommenden Monaten noch erleben, 

welche Kraft zum Widerstand diese 

Volk noch hat. 

 

WIDERSTAND [x6] 

Our Volk are far from over. And 

we will all see in the coming 

months what strength this Volk 

still have to resist. 

 

 

RESISTANCE [x6] 

 

In Kubitschek’s soundbite, the ability to partake in street protest is a reflection of the 

continued life and strength of the Volk, here understood to be white, Christian Europeans. 
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The crowd then confirms Kubitscheck’s assertion demonstrating their resolve through the 

resounding trisyllabic chant of resistance. A collective voice of such scale can only occur 

in a space large enough to contain that assembled body and by extension triggers visuals 

of local public spaces filled with these supporters.        

As Komplott returns to the hook in its second and final repetition, he emulates the 

collective voice of these protest soundbites through harmonizing backup singers. The 

male voices specifically come to support the rapper for the action words of the second 

portion: “aufstehen / Aufdrehen, rausgehen, die Faust heben” (get up / Turn up, go out, 

raise your fist). The studio recreation of the protesting body’s collective voice may not 

reach the same power as the natural sound, but it allows Komplott to provide the answer 

to his call to protest. That is, the song concludes with a self-fulfilling prophecy that the 

Volk will rise up, take to the street, and ultimately save and return to the esteemable 

Europe with which his rap began. Within the frame of his musical reality, Komplott 

offers the promise of a right-wing European space.  

Left, Right Geographies: Political Spatial Expressions in Protest Music 

Protest music gives musical expression to imagined geographies—whether 

cautionary fear geographies filled with undesirable sociopolitical problems or aspirational 

geographies filled with admirable values. Given the polarized character of contemporary 

politics, it is perhaps not surprising that the left and right paint and operate on discordant 

landscapes. The left’s fear geography is a German landscape unable to rid itself of 

Nazism, whereas the right envisions a landscape infiltrated by criminal foreigners. While 

the former pursues a hope geography of a porous global community, the latter seeks a 
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return to an idealized ancestral Europe. As the cases illustrate, the spatial entities 

performed through song are powerful expressions of sociopolitical problems and 

solutions as well as identities and values.  

Lurking Nazis in Every Town, the Left’s Fear Geography 

Left-leaning groups see German geography overrun by the far-right, from the 

small villages where it has taken root to the increased contentious political presence in 

German cities. Antilopen Gang’s “Beate Zschäpe hört U2” (2014) (Beate Zschäpe 

Listens to U2), performed live at the 2018 Kein Schlussstrich demo in Munich, is 

representative of this fear geography. With the song, their first single, Antilopen Gang17 

charted for the first time and made their mark on German pop (Kedves, 2020). Through 

tongue-in-cheek humor, the band uses “Beate Zschäpe hört U2” to address the resurgence 

of rightwing extremism in Germany and its creeping to the political center (Weiffen, 

2016, para. 4). The seemingly oxymoronic title, tying the NSU terrorist Beate Zschäpe to 

the humanitarian rockers U2, is based in fact—a U2 album was found at the residence of 

Zschäpe and co-perpetrators Uwe Böhnhardt and Uwe Mundlos (splash!, 2014).  

As the journalist and author Florian Werner (2015, para. 3) and others (Kruecken, 

2015) have noted, the song’s very premise “is reminiscent of another contradictory 

phrase−Hannah Arendt’s ‘the banality of evil’.” Arendt’s (1958/1998) argument is that 

 

17 Founded in 2009, Antilopen Gang is a trio—Danger Dan, Panik Panzer, and Koljah—

blending rap and punk. They have transitioned from clichés tied to rebellious youth, such 

as “Fick’ die Uni!” (Fuck the University), to serious public issues. In 2015, Antilopen 

Gang collaborated with Bela B and Slime to create the “Parteilied” (Party Song) for Die 

PARTEI, a parody of the SED’s “Lied der Partei” (Song of the Party). 
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evil, as exemplified by National Socialism, does not confine itself to bestial and demonic 

embodiments, indeed it succeeds precisely because it can root itself in the everyday.18  

Before the performance, Danger Dan set-up the song thusly: 

Und in diesem Lied geht es nicht um Beate Zschäpe sondern es geht vor 

allem um diesen Nährboden aus dem sowas wie die NSU wachsen konnte. 

Es geht um eine rassistische Gesellschaft. Es geht um Nazistrukturen die 

überall stattfinden und die heute überhaupt gar nicht zur Verhandlung 

gekommen sind. Umso wichtiger dass wir hier sind und noch mal 

zusammen sagen können, dass das hier für uns alle keinen Schlussstrich ist 

oder kein Schlussstrich sein wird. Wir fangen jetzt erst richtig an würde 

ich sagen [cheers]—‘Beate Zschäpe hört U2’. Einmal alle Mittelfinger 

hoch für die hier ins Gerichtsgebäude. 

 

[And this song is not about Beate Zschäpe but rather about this breeding 

ground from which something like the NSU could grow. It’s a racist 

society. It is about Nazi structures that take place everywhere and that 

have not even been negotiated today. All the more important that we are 

here and can say again together that this is not a closure line for all of us 

or will not be a closure line. We’re just getting started, I would say 

[cheers]—‘Beate Zschäpe hears U2’. All middle fingers up for those here 

in the courthouse.] 

 

Zschäpe and her co-perpetrators are the manifestation of deeper societal problems that 

enable such persons to enact their violence. Here Danger Dan is in full agreement with 

the Kein Schlussstrich demonstrators—the successful prosecution of Zschäpe, sentenced 

to life imprisonment, is just the beginning of a fight to rootout Nazism and the underlying 

structures that have failed to deliver justice. The Higher Regional Court served as a 

concrete target for the day to which Antilopen Gang and their fans could raise their 

middle fingers. The gesture was repeated with every delivery of the hook’s concluding 

 

18 The “Beate Zschäpe hört U2” music video further reinforces this connection by 

depicting fictitious scenes from the everyday life of Zschäpe at the apartment shared with 

her two co-perpetrators. 
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line, “Deutschland, Deutschland, du tüchtiges Land” (Germany, Germany, you proficient 

country)—a reference to the right’s penchant for the national anthem and perhaps to the 

Nazi’s beloved expression, “körperliche Ertüchtigung” (physical strengthening) 

(Klemperer, 1957/2000, p. 3). The site of the performance thus clarified that Germany’s 

failure to address neo-Nazism clearly lies in part with the courts.  

The banality of evil manifests in geographies as well as bodies and structures. 

That is, space is once more at the heart of the battle. Antilopen Gang depicts the insidious 

presence of the far-right in the German landscape from the first verse: 

In jedem Provinznest gibt es ein 

paar Kneipen 

Die irgendwas mit „Deutsch“, 

„Heimat“ oder „Adler“ heißen 

An ihren Theken sitzen überall die 

selben Hurensöhne 

Sie fordern sowas wie den 

Volksentscheid auf Bundesebene 

 

Du musst ein Deutscher sein, wenn 

du in diese Kneipen gehst 

Und immerzu betonen, dass es den 

Deutschen scheiße geht,  

Sie würden überfremdet, weil 

Flüchtlinge kämen,  

Die alle kriminell sind und sich 

nicht benehmen  

[...] 

Wünscht man sich Eva Herman 

oder gleich Hitler zurück 

Zwischen Schnaps und Bier wird 

der Hass geschürt 

Der sich auf jeden Fall mit einem 

Knall entladen wird 

Denn heute dreschen sie noch 

Stammtischparolen 

Doch morgen haben sie 

Sprengstoff und scharfe Pistolen 

There are a few bars in every 

provincial nest 

Named something with “German,” 

“Heimat” or “Eagle” 

The same sons of bitches sit at their 

counters 

They demand something like the 

public referendum at the federal 

level 

You have to be a German when you 

go to these bars 

And always stress that the Germans 

are going through shit, 

They would be alienated because 

refugees were coming, 

All of them are criminals and don’t 

behave 

[...] 

Does one wish for Eva Herman or 

even Hitler back 

Hatred is fueled between schnapps 

and beer 

Which will definitely be discharged 

with a bang 

Because today they are still 

thrashing Stammtisch slogans 

But tomorrow they have explosives 

and sharp pistols 
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The resurgence of the right is notable in rural areas throughout Germany and cause for 

concern. Seemingly benign in name, invoking “Deutsch,” “Heimat,” or “Adler,” these 

locales breed hate building mob-like mentalities through German victim narratives 

exchanged over beers. The locales themselves have become unsafe spaces for refugees. 

However, the denial of space extends further still as the complaints around the beer table 

today turn into physical violence in a larger landscape tomorrow. In the NSU case, 

Stammtisch rhetoric turned into actions—bombings and murders—that cost at least ten 

people their lives and affected far more. These terrors were mostly wrought in spaces 

supposedly safe, spaces with large immigrant communities and the hypothetical 

protection of numbers. The answer Antilopen Gang offers to this violation is to forestall 

the right’s ability to violate Germany’s diverse spaces by in turn denying them their 

poorly disguised spaces in rural landscapes.  

The cost for failing to deny the right a spatial presence is, as the hook argues, akin 

to a viral infection of mainstream culture. 

Und Günter Grass schreibt ein 

neues Gedicht 

Und Beate Zschäpe hört U2 

Und MaKss Damage landet ´nen 

Hit 

Und Beate Zschäpe hört U2 

Und aus dem Jenseits lacht Jürgen 

Möllemann 

Und der Holger Apfel fällt nicht 

weit vom Stamm 

Und Max Mustermann zündet ein 

Flüchtlingsheim an 

Deutschland, Deutschland du 

tüchtiges Land 

And Günter Grass writes a new 

poem 

And Beate Zschäpe listens to U2 

And MaKss Damage lands a hit 

 

And Beate Zschäpe listens to U2 

And Jürgen Möllemann laughs from 

beyond 

And the Holger Apfel [apple] 

doesn’t fall far from the tree 

And John Doe sets fire to a refugee 

home 

Germany, Germany you virtuous 

country 
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Packed with cultural references, the hook uses the first couplet to evoke the banality of 

evil and the remainder to envision a German culture quickly overrun by rightwing figures 

and ideologies. Of particular interest here is the geographic consequences to this cultural 

takeover as it culminates in John Doe setting fire to a refugee house, a familiar strategy 

among far-right extremists. Arson is a violence committed to place, a manifestation of 

“place hate” (Henrikson, 2001). Since the song’s release in 2014, cases of hate crimes 

have risen markedly in Germany and across Europe (Erickson, 2017; Gopalakrishnan, 

2016; Oltermann, 2016). By 2016, around ten hate crimes were reported a day, and by 

2018, that number rose to 22 incidents a day (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions 

and Human Rights, 2019).19 While 82 percent of reported cases were attacks against 

persons (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, 2019), attacks on 

place are often more visible markers of hatred against entire communities. Attacks on 

place work to remove persons either from fear of future violence or from forced 

resettlement due to the destruction to place. Antilopen Gang’s song demonstrates how 

geography, culture, and hate are woven together and can lead to disastrous consequences 

for persons, communities, and the places they call home.  

A Porous Global Community, the Left’s Hope Geography 

The left’s hope geography is one free of its borders. For this, Koljah and Tai 

Phun’s “No Border, No Nation” serves as an apt example. Played during the Kein 

Schlussstrich demo in 2018, Koljah and collaborator Tai Phun call for a porous global 

 

19 Increase is also due in part to a change in data collection methods.  
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community. “Ich wünschte die Welt hätte überhaupt keine Grenzen” (I wish the world 

had no borders), they rap in the third verse. The artists use the familiar protest chants 

from the international networks of No Border and Kein Mensch ist illegal (No person is 

illegal)20 to communicate their wish for a borderless world and simultaneously critique 

the right’s call for strong borders and a fortified Europe. 

“No Border, No Nation” is propelled forward by protest chants; however, these 

particular chants do more than presence the street; they give insight into the left’s 

geographic vision. The song’s hook as a whole became a protest chant in its own right as 

supporters chanted the lines even without musical accompaniment. 

No border, no nation, stop 

deportation.  

Solidarität muss praktisch werden.  

No nation, no border, fight law and 

order.  

Feuer und Flamme dem Abschied 

der Behörden.  

No border, no nation, stop 

deportation. 

Solidarity must become practical. 

No nation, no border, fight law and 

order. 

Fire and flame for the farewell of the 

authorities. 

 

Often invoked in immigration and anti-racism protests, “No border, no nation, stop 

deportation,” and “No Nation, no border, fight law and order” challenge the very ideas of 

the nation-state, citizenship, and the social contract. As they argue, national borders and 

immigration controls are inherently unjust, restricting the right to movement unequally. 

The practice not only fails to uphold justice and freedom stated in the Germany’s 

unofficial motto, Einigkeit und Recht und Freiheit (unity, justice and freedom), but it also 

 

20 The full chants are: “No Border, No Nation, Stop Deportation!” “No Nation, No 

Border, Fight Law and Order!” and “Kein Mensch ist illegal, Bleiberecht überall!” 
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fails equality and justice at the level of global solidarity and partnership. As a result, the 

only solution is the removal of immigration controls and as a result borders and nations. 

For this reason Koljah and Tai Phun use the bridge to call for the destruction of all 

deportation detention centers—“Sprengt alle Abschiebeknäste” (Blow up all deportation 

prisons). The violence to place here targets the state itself and is musically supported by 

the ominous strings at the open and their return paired with explosions at the close of the 

first verse. They seek a geography built on a solidarity that departs from national or even 

European membership frames and is instead built on a common humanity, a “solidarity 

citizenship” (Schwiertz & Schwenken, 2020, p. 405).   

Viewed historically, the failure to provide solidarity citizenship becomes 

hypocritical. Koljah and Tai Phun wield German immigration history as an intellectual 

weapon to break down the right’s call for stronger national and European borders. The 

first and third verse make three concrete temporal references to take on Germany’s 

problematic immigration stance—1949’s asylum right for expellees and ethnic Germans, 

1962’s guest worker program, and 1993’s restriction of the asylum right.   

[ominous violin met with drums] 

1949 als es noch dem Bundestag 

gefiel  

gab es wirklich mal in unserem 

Staat das Grundrecht auf Asyl.  

‘93 Änderung der Gesetze, 

Änderung der Grundrechte, und 

Rechte.  

Menschen hetzen vom Westen in  

Deutschland bis hin in den 

Ostblock.  

Wo, wo, wo wart ihr in Rostock?  

 

Wo, wo, wo wart ihr in Rostock?  

[ominous violin met with drums] 

1949 when the Bundestag still liked 

it 

there really was a fundamental right 

to asylum in our state. 

‘93 change in laws, change in 

fundamental rights, and rights. 

People are rushing from the West in 

Germany to the Eastern Bloc. 

Where, where, where were you in 

the Eastern Bloc? 

Where, where, where were you in 

Rostock? 

Where, where, where were you in 
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Wo seid ihr jetzt? Es wird weiter 

gehetzt. 

[...] 

1962 gab’s in unserem Staat  

so manchen Arbeitsplatz  

wurde bezahlt und der tat auch gut 

genug für Arbeitskraft 

aus Menschen die ursprünglich 

nicht in Deutschland wohnen.  

Die 4,2 Millionen  

bis in der Krise und Rezession zu 

teuer wurden und die deutschen 

Pisser erkannten,  

dass die Leute verschwanden, 

wenn wir sie wirtschaftlich 

denunzieren   

Hier zu lande wurde gefährlich im 

Westen und im Ostblock.  

Wo, wo, wo wart ihr in Rostock?  

 

Wo, wo, wo wart ihr in Rostock?  

 

Wo seid ihr jetzt? Es wird weiter 

gehetzt. 21 

Rostock? 

Where are you now? The agitation 

continues. 

[...] 

In 1962 there was in our state 

many a workplace 

was paid and it did well enough for 

labor 

from people who originally did not 

live in Germany. 

The 4.2 million 

until during the crisis and recession 

became too expensive and the 

German pissers realized 

that people would disappear if we 

denounced them economically 

 

Landing here became dangerous in 

the West and the Eastern Bloc. 

Where, where, where were you in 

Rostock? 

Where, where, where were you in 

Rostock? 

Where are you now? The agitation 

continues. 

 

The FRG adopted its Basic Law in 1949, a time when most immigrants were still German 

expellees and other ethnic German immigrants (Münz & Ulrich, 2004). For Koljah and 

Tai Phun, this was the last time that Germany truly granted the fundamental asylum right 

stipulated in Article 16 of Basic Law. This period was followed by East to West German 

migration between 1949–1961, which led the GDR to build the Berlin Wall and to fortify 

its borders to contain its own citizens. Both the FRG (1961–1973) and GDR (1973–1988) 

 

21 After multiple listens, words in italics are my best approximation of the content rapped. 

Lyrics, official or fan produced, were not available.   
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actively recruited guest workers to rebuild their economies, the former to fuel its 

economic miracle and the latter to fill the gaps left by emigration waves (Münz & Ulrich, 

2004). By the 1990s, Germany struggled with the question of whether it wanted to be a 

country of immigration and a multicultural society. Xenophobic violence escalated into a 

series of attacks on refugees and the places they resided.  

The arson alluded to in Antilopen Gang’s “Beate Zschäpe hört U2” finds an 

explicit memory here, namely the 1992 Rostock-Lichtenhagen riots. From 22 to 25 

August, a far-right mob rioted as television footage rolled and authorities failed to 

respond. Stone throwing turned into Molotov cocktails aimed at the overcrowded Central 

Refugee Shelter in the Lichtenhagen neighborhood of Rostock. Onlookers cheered, 

applauded and chanted “Deutschland den Deutschen” (Germany [to] the Germans) and 

“Ausländer raus” (Foreigners out) (Prenzel, 2012, p. 9). The event could only be 

described as, “The first pogrom in Germany after the war ended, two and a half years 

after reunification” (Prenzel, 2012; von Billerbeck, 2002, para. 1).22 Poorly prosecuted 

and followed by a string of copycat attacks and counter protests, images of the Rostock-

Lichtenhagen riots solidified in asylum debates of the day and remain a cautionary tale of 

unchecked far-right ideologies in post-war Germany (Prenzel, 2012). More than a symbol 

of the pervasiveness and devastating consequences of xenophobia, the riots led four 

months later to the Bundestag’s restriction of the asylum right, a move that some deemed 

a reward to the perpetrators and a punishment of the victims.  

 

22 Original: “Das erste Pogrom in Deutschland nach Kriegsende, zweieinhalb Jahre nach 

der Wiedervereinigung.”  
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Through the question “Where, where, where were you in Rostock?” Koljah and 

Tai Phun reawake this memory pushing the listener to think about where they were when 

the perpetrators struck. The question challenges the political center as well as the right. 

The political center did nothing as xenophobic perpetrators carried out their violence and 

mob-like bystanders cheered. Meanwhile two of the right’s arguments shattered that day. 

Having so clearly voiced in rhetoric and performed in action their racism, any denials of 

racist motivations became Janus-faced. Furthermore, as the perpetrators committing 

violence, the right undermined their argument that borders are necessary in the name of 

safety and security from foreign perpetrators. Set in eastern Germany where the right 

enjoys strong support, the Rostock memory recalls another, namely of 1961–1989 GDR’s 

deployment of borders. Erected in name as a protective barrier against fascism, in reality 

the GDR’s borders only restricted the freedoms of its own people. Setting present to past, 

the artists rap about the contemporary right’s “lächerlichen Grenzen” (ridiculous borders) 

like that of the socialist dictatorship only stop one from fleeing the suffering they create 

(“stoppen Flucht vor dem Leid das sie erzeugen”). 

An Idealized Ancestral Europe, the Right’s Hope Geography 

The far-right’s hope geography calls for strong borders and a fortified Europe 

standing against the perceived onslaught of foreign, dark bodies. Whether in rhetoric or 

song, the far-right repeatedly returns to an idealized image of a homogenous, white 

Europe to which it makes an ancestral claim. However, historically speaking such a 

Europe never existed. As Charles Tilly (1976, p. 14) states, “The history of Europe shows 

us not so much periods of immobility and mobility as decisive shifts among types of 
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mobility.” Europe has always been a place of movement and as a result a place of 

difference and diversity. Nevertheless, the far-right holds to that imagined place of the 

past and aims to bring about its return.  

As the far-right’s hope geography is one of return, it often precedes its fear 

geography to produce a sense of loss. Once more, Komplott’s “Europa” comes to the fore 

exemplifying this construction: hope geography, fear geography, and call to action. In the 

opening lines, the artist paints an idealized Europe, advocates Eurocentrism, and makes 

an exclusive ancestral claim to land and culture.  

Diesen Quell dieser Welt 

Diese götterhafte Schöpferkraft 

Die Legenden die von Helden 

erzählen 

Dieses Kleinod, diese Wiege der 

Erde 

Ist heute scheintot und liegt 

invalide im Sterben 

Was die Ahnen einst erschufen 

Mit blut, Schweiß und Tränen 

Voller Leidenschaft und 

Geisteskraft 

In hunderten von Leben 

Ist zerschunden, verschwunden in 

wenigen Jahrzehnten  

This wellspring of this world 

This divine creative power 

The legends that tell of heroes 

 

This gem, this cradle of the earth 

 

Today it seems dead and lays 

disabled in dying 

What the ancestors once created 

With blood, sweat and tears 

Full of passion and spirit 

 

In hundreds of lives 

Is burned up, gone in a few decades 

 

Referring to Europe as a “creative power” or even a “gem” is not unique to far-right 

rhetoric. Open any travel promotional and you will find much the same, but it is the 

implied exceptionalism and implied association with a particular race or ethnicity that 

makes Komplott’s vision one of exclusion. This bastion of creativity and heroism, this 

“wellspring” for the world is a singular construction forged by “the ancestors.” While 

Komplott only refers to the bodily byproducts of these labors, that is the blood, sweat and 
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tears, these bodies are understood to be white European bodies. Typical of a whiteness 

that can move through the world outside of a raced body, these ancestors stand in great 

contrast to the dark, foreign bodies Komplott later depicts as invading Europe. As a white 

European and thus an indirect descendant, Komplott expresses entitlement to the land and 

culture of Europe and denies the possibility of third culture Germans or immigrants, 

whose bodies are assumed to look more like the invaders, from making similar claims.   

Not alone in this strategy, Komplott’s sometimes collaborator Chris Ares does 

something very similar in “Du mein Deutschland.” Ares makes an ancestral claim as he 

raps, “Für mein Heimat und das Land von meinem Großvater / Ich bleib’ für immer hier, 

bis zu meinem Tod, Vater” (For my home and country from my grandfather / I stay here 

forever until my death, father). The commitment to stay and die where he was born 

stands in contrast to the population as a whole, which is known for voracious travel and 

high emigration across the globe. The final “father” reads as a promise to continue the 

ancestral legacy. It is also suggestive of a priestly father or even the heavenly father and 

thus, in Ares’s case, ensures that Germany is defined as a Christian land, built by and 

belonging to white, Christian Europeans.  

   Beyond Christian allusions, Ares defines Germany in clear geographic terms 

and in terms of a strong intellectual heritage.  

[...] 

Diesen Song hier widme ich 

uns’rer Bewegung und dem 

Widerstand 

Denn wir geben wirklich alles, 

kämpfen hier für dieses Land 

Für dieses Land von Goethe, 

Schiller und von Bach 

[...] 

This song I dedicate to our 

movement and to the resistance 

 

Because we really give everything, 

fight here for this country 

For this country by Goethe, Schiller 

and Bach 
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Nietzsche, Haydn, 

Kant und Bismarck auch bei tiefer 

Nacht (bei tiefer Nacht) 

Regierung korrupt, die Kultur liegt 

im Sterben 

Von Wien bis Stettin, wir steh’n 

hier für die Erben 

[...] 

Nietzsche, Haydn, 

Kant and Bismarck also at deep 

night (at deep night) 

Government corrupt, culture is dying 

 

From Vienna to Stettin, we stand for 

the heirs 

[...] 

 

Ares’s “German” geography breaks from Germany’s actual geopolitical borders. 

Vienna may be German-speaking, but it is the heart of Austria. With the inclusion of the 

Austrian composer Franz Joseph Haydn (1732–1809) whose melody was used for 

Hoffmann’s “Das Lied der Deutschen,” Ares reinforces the forty-eighters’ aim for a 

Großdeutschland in culture if not politics. Though closer to the border, Stettin similarly 

lies beyond the bounds of present-day Germany. It also lies beyond the temporal 

boundaries, because Stettin as a place name no longer exists. Once an administrative 

district of the Prussian Province of Pomerania (1808–1945) and the capital thereof, the 

district of Stettin was split in two with the eastern portion and the city, now Szczecin, 

returned to Poland after the Second World War. The broad geographic borders Ares 

defines verge on the broad geography offered by Hoffmann in “Das Lied der Deutschen.” 

The self-aggrandizing dedication of the song reads as Ares’s attempt for his song to serve 

a similar purpose for today’s right-wing as “Das Lied der Deutschen” did for the liberal-

republican forty-eighters. “Du mein Deutschland” may seek to emulate Hoffmann, but 

the location of Vienna deep in the Austrian border and Szczecin inside the Polish border, 

both invaded by the Nazis, just as easily produces an unsettling expansionist vision.          

In addition to the concrete geographical reference, Ares engages in cultural 

placemaking by invoking Germany’s classical intellectual heritage. The references are 
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immediately familiar even to those less familiar with German culture. Creating a 

Walhalla23 in rap form, Ares defines Germany as a place that gave birth to the literary 

genius of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805), 

the philosophical gifts of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) and Immanuel Kant (1724–

1804), the musical mastery of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750) and Franz Joseph 

Haydn, and the political acumen of Otto von Bismarck (1815–1898). As represented by 

these men, the Germany celebrated in this verse is a place set in the past, a place that had 

yet to witness the 20th century much less the 21st. Furthermore, with the exception of 

Otto von Bismarck and Friedrich Nietzsche, it is a place that had yet to witness a unified 

German nation at all. Yet, the intellectual culture these men represent is taken time and 

again as the representation of German exceptionalism then and now in far-right rhetoric. 

For example, on the occasion of the AfD Großdemo in Berlin on 27 May 2018, AfD 

party co-founder and co-leader Alexander Gauland declared from the stage behind 

Brandenburger Tor, “Deutschland ist nicht Merkel. Deutschland ist nicht Schulz.24 

Deutschland ist Goethe und Bismarck—stark, romantisch und frei. Wir werden es 

bewahren. Verlasst euch drauf” (Germany is not Merkel. Germany is not Schultz. 

Germany is Goethe and Bismarck—strong, romantic and free. We’ll preserve it. Count 

 

23 Walhalla, named after the Valhalla in Norse mythology, is a pan-German hall of fame 

built by Ludwig I in Bavaria to celebrate the social, cultural, scientific, military, and 

political accomplishments of people from greater Germany. 

24 Martin Schulz (SPD) ran for Chancellor of Germany in the 2017 election. Both Angela 

Merkel’s CDU/CSU party and Schulz’s SPD party lost a significant number of seats, 65 

of 311 and 40 of 193 respectively, that election while Gauland and Alice Weidel’s AfD 

party gained 94 of 0 seats. 
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on it). Gauland and Ares both give voice to an intellectual and cultural tradition that is 

unmistakably white and male. It could of course be argued that the failure to 

acknowledge and study the contributions of minorities is part of a larger problem in 

historiography. While true, this misdeed is exacerbated by a greater one—a 

misrepresentation of the politics of these historical figures. 

By acting as the custodian of their memory, Ares implies these historic figures 

and their placemaking share his far-right politics. The inclusion of Otto von Bismarck, 

first Chancellor of Germany who brought about unification and made Germany a military 

and industrial power (MacGregor, 2014a), is no surprise. However, the inclusion of 

Friedrich Nietzsche and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe respectively tests historical facts 

and serves as a brazen disregard of history. Nietzsche’s works and his memory have been 

subject to gross misrepresentation since his death. Counter to public discourses, Holub 

(2002) argues that Nietzsche was not a nationalist. Nietzsche, who opposed social, 

political and economic equality, was also “hostile to democracy” and to the contentious 

politics of his time whether they be democratic, feminist, or socialist (Holub, 2002, p. 

217; MacGregor, 2014b). Furthermore, “he was never completely convinced that 

Germany should be placed above everything” (MacGregor, 2014b, p. 121). Even more 

dissonant is the use of Goethe. Although a champion of German language and culture, 

Goethe was a Weltbürger (citizen of the world) and for some he became “the emblem of 

a multicultural Germany” (MacGregor, 2014b, p. 149). He embraced world culture as his 

interests extended far beyond Europe to China, India, and Serbia, and even extended to 

the contemporary right’s chosen enemy of Islam (MacGregor, 2014b). Modern nation-
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states just began to emerge in his formative years. Goethe opposed emerging German 

nationalism because of its intertwined liberal cause, a threat to the paternalist politics and 

absolutist rule he supported and participated in, and the consequences he believed a 

single, unified Germany would have on the development of rich cultures (Wilson, 2002).     

Historical figures rarely make perfect matches with the movements that adopt 

them, and yet Ares’s use of Nietzsche and Goethe is particularly misplaced. Only on the 

most superficial level of German excellence do they offer any value. As is true of any 

political group, Ares and the movements he stands for are illustrating the perspectivism 

of history, i.e., viewing history from their political vantage point. Perspectivism, 

ironically one of Nietzsche’s primary philosophical contributions, happens across the 

political spectrum, but it is especially apparent in this case. Ares celebrates German 

excellence without acknowledging the characteristics of the historic places from which it 

emerges and ignoring the disconnects such excellence would have with the political 

movement and the place it seeks to create. The right’s hope geography may speak of 

return and preservation, but it’s placemaking can only lead to an altogether new place. 

Invading Hordes in All of Europe, the Right’s Fear Geography   

The right’s hope geography seeks to return because its fear geography sees a 

present overrun by a wave of foreigners. The idealized place of old Europe is transformed 

into one of ugliness and fear with crumbling landscapes and dangerous streets. Blaming 

refugees and immigrants, these artists create rascist and xenophobic depictions of 

criminals and invading armies. Both land and women are often the objects of this 

invasion. Dilapidated landscapes stand for a Europe under the weight of this new 
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presence and a European people that has failed to preserve itself. With an unforgiving 

present, these artists believe that a dominant reclamation of land and culture and thereby 

a return to a former Europe is the only path forward.     

The most striking image of the right’s fear geography comes from Komplott’s 

“Europa.” He raps how that once fortified treasure that no power, manmade or natural, 

could tear apart lies disabled and dying. A fallen Europe has lost its heroic legends as 

well as its history, which Komplott expresses in terms at once temporal and spatial. 

Ich seh’ romanische, gotische, 

klassizistische Bauten 

Langsam zerfallen zu ‘nem toten 

abgerissenem Haufen 

Und alle Werte so wie Ehre, Stolz 

und Identität, sind 

Restlos entfernt und aus 

Geschichtsbüchern draußen 

I see romanesque, gothic, classical 

architecture 

Slowly crumble into a dead torn pile 

 

And all values like honor, pride and 

identity are 

Completely eradicated and no longer 

found in history books 

 

The physical landscape thus serves as an outer reflection of a crippled Europe. However, 

this is not an everyday landscape with a threat to daily life. With its romanesque, gothic 

and classical architecture, the European landscape Komplott describes is historical with a 

threat to cultural history and identity. With the history books, as Komplott contends, no 

longer offering honor, pride and identity in their narratives, European architectures stand 

as the last remains of a dying place and identity. That is, place, rooting history and 

memory, was Komplott’s last hope for the continuation of a familiar, aspirational Europe.  

Everyday spaces are not beyond the reach of these perceived threats. Much like 

right-wing rhetoric and protest signs, streets are made dangerous in music as well. The 

loss of safe spaces is depicted as especially harmful to women. Komplott’s “2015” 

(realease year unknown) leads with this fear geography. 
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2015, begeisterte Applaus 

Bald schon traut sich keiner mehr 

alleine aus dem Haus 

Tausende Frauen vergewaltigt und 

missbraucht 

Und nun terrorisiert man die 

Scheiße aus euch raus 

[...] 

Ist der Staat am Ende, Polizei 

kapituliert 

Der öffentliche Raum wird zum 

“No go” deklariert 

2015, enthusiastic applause 

Soon no one dares to leave the house 

alone 

Thousands of women raped and 

abused 

And now one terrorizes the shit out 

of you 

[...] 

When the state ends, police 

surrender 

The public space is declared “no go” 

 

Right-wing podium rhetoric often deploys news stories of refugee or immigrant male 

bodies committing violence to German female bodies in support of their politics. 

However, the date and scale of Komplott’s reference points specifically to the often 

referenced 2015–16 New Year’s Eve sexual assaults. In Cologne and eleven other 

German cities, roughly 1,200 women reported cases of sexual assault with 24 cases of 

rape. As the perpetrators were described as north African, Arab, dark skinned, or simply 

foreign, the right took quick hold of the bizarre wave of violence to inflame public 

debates regarding immigration and the status of refugees.  

Perpetrators of implied race in the first verse become fully raced bodies 

threatening “Hof und Heim” as the song progresses. 

Sie haben die Tore aufgerissen und 

der Tod brach herein 

Ein dunkles Heer in den Landen 

plündert Hof und Heim 

Sie sind wertvoller als Gold, quasi 

Platinmenschen 

[...] 

Ihre Pläne von Resettlement und 

Destabilisierung erfüllen sich mit 

der Kommission als zentrale 

They opened the gates and death fell 

in 

A dark army plunders the yard and 

home 

They are more valuable than gold, 

practically platinum people 

[...] 

Your plans for resettlement and 

destabilization will come true with 

the commission as the central 
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Regierung 

Was dieses Regime mit unserem 

Kontinent gemacht hat, haben 

Dschingis Khan, Stalin und 

Napoleon nicht geschafft 

Doch niemals stand die weiße Welt 

in so einem Vernichtungskampf 

Niemals in der Weltgeschichte gab 

es diese Ignoranz 

government 

What this regime did to our 

continent, neither Genghis Khan, 

Stalin nor Napoleon managed to do  

 

But the white world never before 

stood in such a war of annihilation 

Never in world history did such 

ignorance exist  

 

Here the 2015–16 New Year’s Eve sexual assaults take on the racist imagery of knightly 

Europe with “a dark army” waging a “war of annihilation” against the “white world.” 

Evocative of the IBD’s favored imagery of the Landesknecht and other knightly figures, 

Komplott takes the listener back in time with the implication that the knight—a brutish 

one by the first verse’s promise to terrorize them in return—is needed again to protect 

women and land. The push to think historically is further encouraged by the references to 

Genghis Khan (conquered significant portions of Eastern Europe), Stalin (promoted 

promoted Marxism–Leninism, which penetrated much of Europe, and aligned much of 

central and eastern Europe with the Soviet Union), and Napoleon (conquered most of 

Europe). “Unser Land war mal so schön, was haben sie d’raus gemacht?” (Our country 

was once so beautiful, what did they make out of it?), Komplott raps.  

Equally problematic is how Komplott makes the ancestral claim and defines this 

European place through contrasts based in racial and western supremacy.  

Verdammt, das ist Europa 

Nicht die Copacabana 

Nicht Ghana, nicht Anatolia 

 

Sie treiben es noch so weit, bis das 

ganze Land zerbricht 

Zu einem “Failed State,” 

Damn it, this is Europe 

Not the Copacabana 

Not Ghana, not Anatolia 

 

They go on until the whole country 

breaks 

To a “Failed State,” Central African 
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zentralafrikanische Republik 

Aber das hier ist das Land unserer 

Väter und deren Väter 

Nicht das Spielfeld elender 

Verräter! 

 

[Hook] 

Utopie, Unverstand, kunterbuntes 

Wunderland 

But we will defend Europe bis zum 

Untergang 

Das ist unser Boden, unser Leben, 

unser Traum 

Und das seit Äonen, wir geben 

dich nicht auf 

Republic 

But this is the land of our fathers and 

their fathers 

Not the playing field of miserable 

traitors! 

 

[Hook] 

Utopia, lack of understanding, 

colorful wonderland 

But we will defend Europe until its 

demise 

This is our soil, our life, our dream 

 

And for eons, we don’t give up on 

you 

 

The places called upon for contrast to this European space establishes a point of racial 

difference in all but word. Brazil, Ghana, and Turkey evoke images of raced bodies. Once 

colonized by Portugal, Copacabana of Rio de Janeiro consists primarily of European 

descendants in a multiracial society. However, Rio de Janeiro lost its seat as the 

commercial and cultural center of the country and struggles with a high crime rate and 

socioeconomic inequalities. The West African nation of Ghana also had contact with the 

Portuguese and traded many hands. Nevertheless, European contact did not supplant the 

black majority. Rather than appreciate the country’s great ethnic and linguistic diversity, 

Komplott likely invokes Ghana for its raced bodies and reputation for narcotics abuses 

and drug cartels. Anatolia, a region now within modern-day Turkey, is the only contrast 

drawn on the European continent. Turkey is the nearest Islam dominant country to 

Germany and offers a quick historical example of the Islamization of Europe. In the 

medieval period, conquesting Seljuk Turks brought in the Turkish language and Islam 

gradually replacing the Greek-speaking Christian majority. Thus, Copacabana, Ghana, 
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and Anatolia respecitively represent a multicultural society with sociopolitical problems, 

a majority black nation with rampant crime, and a European place taken over by Islam.   

 The hook further reinforces the idea of Europe as unique, as belonging to an 

ancestral line, and in need of defense. The first line of the hook serves as a strawman of 

the left’s geography, an unrealistic utopian neverland of diversity—the previous verse 

offering examples of these supposed failures of diversity. The promise of defense follows 

and offers the song’s only English phrase, “But we will defend Europe bis zum 

Untergang.” The declaration’s break from German in favor of the lingua franca that is 

English works at two levels. First, English enables Komplott to cross linguistic borders 

and reach other far-right groups in Europe or elsewhere that are devoted to protecting a 

white European identity. Second, refugees may be more likely to speak English than 

German when they enter the country, so the promise can also be heard and understood by 

those against whom Komplott seeks to carry out this defense. Honor and duty bound, 

Komplott lays claim to the geography as belonging to his and other white Europeans’ 

forefathers who defended the land for eons. The ancestral claim is much like the one in 

the right’s hope geography. However, the expression here references the soil as if to echo 

blood and soil arguments under National Socialism. Like the Nazis, he excludes supposed 

“traitors” within who not only refuse to protect the right’s vision of Europe and to respect 

the land’s heritage, but people who treat it as a sociopolitical playground.  

Personifying Place, a Phenomenon of Far-Right Masculinity 

Across the political spectrum spatial expressions reflect political problems, but a 

strategy that appears particular to the far-right is personification of place. Far-right 
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geographies are especially prone to feminize landscapes and spatial entities in ways that 

support their pervading hyper masculinities. Applying traditional gender roles on the 

landscape, the far-right often renders Europe a damsel in distress. The personification of 

place may also take other forms, notably equating geography with one’s person. In doing 

so, the intertwined relationship of being and place becomes especially personal.  

In “Europa,” Komplott breaks with German grammar and turns to Greek 

mythology to give Europe a female form. As a language that puts great emphasis on 

grammatical genders, all nouns, including spatial entities, are assigned a gender of 

masculine, feminine or neuter. Most take the neuter form—das Deutschland (Germany), 

das Vaterland (fatherland), das Europa (Europe), das Dorf (village). Only a handful take 

a feminine or masculine form—die Heimat (homeland), die Stadt (town or city), der Ort 

(place, locality), der Bezirk (district, borough, region), die Welt (world). With the 

exception of the feminine Heimat, the spatial entities stressed in nationalist rhetoric all 

take the neuter form, even fatherland with its blending of the masculine father and neuter 

land. The neuter form, not yet widely recognized as a gender of person, renders its noun a 

thing, an “it.” The neuter is thus inadequate as a receptor and giver of the deep feelings 

Komplott and his IBD fans have for their place attachments. As the opening lines go,  

Rom heißt sein Herz, Paris sein 

anderes 

London, Madrid, Berlin und all die 

ganzen Städte 

Rome is his heart, Paris his other 

 

London, Madrid, Berlin and all the 

cities 

 

The unidentified masculine figure, whether der Europäer (European) or der Patriot 

(patriot), has placed his heart in the cities of Europe. Each love of place becomes 

central—much like the heart in the human body—to the masculine figure’s being.  
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To construct a feminine Europe, Komplott, drawn to Greek mythology as so many 

in IBD, turns to Homer’s Iliad in the bookends of the aforementioned hook: 

Europa weint, Europa schreit 

[...] 

Tochter des Phoenix 

Entsteige der Glut 

Du musst leben, du bist unser 

heiliges Gut 

Europe cries, Europe screams 

[...] 

Daughter of Phoenix 

Rise from the embers 

You must live, you are our sacred 

asset 

  

In Greek mythology, Europa was a beautiful Phoenician princess, referred to in the Iliad 

as the daughter of Phoenix. Amorous Zeus abducted her away to Crete where she became 

the island’s first queen and gave birth to King Minos. The Greek myth allows Komplott 

to portray Europe in the feminine and in need of protection, a combination well suited to 

the masculinist vein of pan-Europeanism. This daughter of Phoenix cries and screams as 

her landscape—the aforementioned romanesque, gothic, and classical architectures—is 

violated and left in shambles. 

In “Europa,” the unidentified masculine figure is called upon to rescue this 

damsel in distress and to reconquer the feminine landscape à la Reconquista through 

public protest. Whereas that figure is a generalized European patriot, Komplott’s “2015” 

gives East Germans the role of savior. As he raps, “Der halbe Westen brennt, doch 

‘Dunkeldeutschland’ ist aufgewacht!” (Half the west is on fire, but ‘Dark Germany’ has 

woken up!). Claiming the pejorative “Dunkeldeutschland” for East Germany actually 

recovers some of the pride lost for East Germans who felt swallowed up by the FRG and 

discriminated against by West Germans. Underestimated and looked down upon, East 

Germans become the heroic knights to rescue Europe, reconquering her land and in turn 

her culture, a hypermasculine solution to their perceived sociopolitical problems.  
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The inclination to feminize geographies corresponds with far-right masculinities. 

From the average PEGIDA demonstration to special female-centered demonstrations, 

such as the AfD Frauenmarsch (women’s march), the gender distribution of participants 

clearly skews male. Likewise, right-wing musicians are overwhelmingly male. According 

to Braunthal (2009), working-class persons, especially in eastern Germany, who often 

lack prospects and self-esteem, join these groups for emotional support and for the 

external target, usually foreigners, on which to project their self-hate. However, women 

are still less likely to join because these groups fail to devote resources to feminist causes 

in addition to the empowering masculinites they provide disaffected young white males. 

When women join, they do so for other reasons: economic (i.e., need to attribute 

unemployment status to an outside source), xenophobic (i.e., an intense fear of being 

raped or otherwise violated by dark-skinned foreigners), and/or anti-feminist (i.e., 

internalized masculine hegemony) (Braunthal, 2009). Female members “project feelings 

of power and fantasies of force” onto the men, and usually relegate themselves to 

traditional femininity in marriage and motherhood (economic resolution), in exchange for 

male protection (xenophobic resolution) and inclusion in “the symbolic feeling of power” 

achieved through masculinity (anti-feminist resolution) (Braunthal, 2009, p. 15). This 

gender dynamic as applied to geography allows the far-right to retain their dominant 

masculinity of person while also providing a figure in need of that masculinity to be 

exercised (i.e., protection) and a being receptive of their affection. 

Personification of spatial entities need not always take the feminine form, 

however. Another strategy, as exemplified by Dissziplin’s “Ich bin Deutschland” (2009, I 
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am Germany), equates geography with one’s own person. Although Dissziplin and the 

track predate the group by five years, “Ich bin Deutschland” is on the IBD demonstration 

playlist. I stumbled upon the song while watching footage of their 17 June 2017 demo in 

Berlin on YouTube prior to fieldwork. Perhaps given the difficulty of singing along with 

rap, protesters alternated between two chants as the song played: the sing-songy “Berlin 

ist unsere Stadt”25 (Berlin is our city) reminiscent of a European football chant, and the 

standard “Europa, Jugend, Reconquista.” As the song laid claim to Germany, the 

protesters laid claim to the city of their protest context and Europe as a whole. Thus, 

together, they took ownership of multiple spatialities.     

Dissziplin uses his own person as the embodiment of a place as endangered as 

Komplott’s disabled and dying Europe. Dissziplin sees Germany as on the precipice of 

suicide (“Unser Land steht so kurz vor dem Suizid”), so much so that he can already see 

the black-red-gold gravestone (“Ich kann ihn sehn den schwarz-rot-goldenen 

Grabstein”). To convey how affecting this place degradation is to his own being, 

Dissziplin describes a metamorphosis in the first verse and reinforces it in the hook. 

Sieh mich an ich bin Dissziplin 

Goldpower 

Ich bin die Stimme die erklingt 

wenn das Volk trauert 

Ich bin der Marsch der die 

Truppen nach vorne peitscht 

Ich bin die Wahrheit erzähl mir nix 

von Sorgenfrei 

[...] 

Look at me, I’m gold power 

Dissziplin 

I am the voice that sounds when the 

people mourn 

I am the march that whips the troops 

forward 

I am the truth, don’t tell me anything 

about worry free 

[...] 

 

25 The full chant of which proceeds as follows: “Berlin ist unser Stadt / Berlin ist unser 

Stadt / Berlin, Berlin, Berlin ist unser Stadt.” 
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Ich bin Deutschland und ich scheiß 

auf das Nazipack 

Ich scheiß drauf was früher war, 

scheiß auf Stalingrad 

Ich bin Repräsentant dieser Jugend 

Wir sehen nach vorn, wir wollen 

nie wieder bluten 

I am Germany and I shit on the Nazi 

pack 

I shit on what used to be, shit on 

Stalingrad 

I am a representative of this youth 

We look ahead, we don’t want to 

bleed again 

 

Dissziplin moves progressively away from the body of his own person and toward the 

geographic form through a series of transformations: a collective voice (people 

mourning), a collective movement (marching troops), and a collective value (truth). The 

impression of this metamorphosis to a value laden geography entails so much more than 

his singular person; it represents an entire people. The nation-state geography and its 

black-red-gold are for Dissziplin “Meine Identität, meine Farben, mein Ich” (My identity, 

my colors, my I). Germany provides him with a sense of belonging core to his being and 

the future generation. Declaring “Ich hab’ Identität” (I have identity), he implies that 

national identity is the only true identity of meaning and value. More precisely, it is only 

through reviving national identity that young Germans can save Germany from the brink 

of death and in turn again realize an acceptable form of being in the world. The 

underlying irony here is that even as he rejects the past he must invoke it, and thus he is 

not as removed from the past as he might believe. 

Adoption of Historic Protest Music for a Vision of Place 

In addition to integrating the street and constructing fear and hope geographies 

through original music, contentious political actors often call upon historic protest music. 

In doing so, protesting bodies may build on established and historically significant 

movements to quickly communicate an identity or build a reputation. Unchanged 
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musically and lyrically, revived protest music merges memories of contentious politics 

past with the new protesting body and its context. More specifically, I would argue that 

the practice melds spatial arguments past and present and thus offers a historically rooted 

vision of place. Left-wing protesting bodies, which generally produce multicultural 

soundscapes, tend to gravitate toward foreign protest music tied to global memories. 

Transplanting protest music that is more distant in space than time lifts the musical 

repertoires of other contentious political bodies and reterritorializes the musical memories 

for the local protesting body. Right-wing protesting bodies tend to appropriate protest 

cultures spatially near but temporally distant. Among a selection of orchestral pieces, the 

use of Germany’s national anthem is especially prevalent. Tied to the sociopolitical 

borders of the nation-state, national anthems submit a vision of place wrapped in 

nationalism and implied sociocultural homogeneity. However, in the German case, the 

national anthem also carries a deep memory of German protest, thus linking German 

contentious politics across time. Each blend, whether primarily spatial or temporal, helps 

the protesting body put forward its vision of place.  

Transplanting Foreign Protest Memories for a Just Place  

Some songs, from Peter Seeger’s “We Shall Overcome” (1948) to Kendrick 

Lamar’s “Alright” (2015), come to hold such strong associations with a given movement 

that they take on its identity, in these cases the civil rights and Black Lives Matter 

movements. Whether written for these movements or imbued with contentious politics 

after the fact, these songs work as a powerful soundtrack for political contention. 

Protesting bodies across the globe borrow from one another on the basis of shared politics 
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and in the hopes of benefiting from the association and replicating the success of 

contentious politics elsewhere. The Kein Schlussstrich coalition’s use of Gil Scott-

Heron’s “Who’ll Pay Reparations on My Soul?” (1970), associated with the Black Power 

Movement in the U.S., illustrates the practice. Transplanting the song’s contentious 

political memories, this protesting body communicated a solidarity with movements past, 

amplified their own significance, and constructed a place centered on racial justice.   

Interlaced with music from live performances at the opening rally to beats that 

rang out from the sound truck in the course of the demonstration walk, the Kein 

Schlussstrich demo provided an eclectic mix of music for the protesting action. Gil Scott-

Heron’s “Who’ll Pay Reparations on My Soul?” stood out, not for its English text but for 

its soulful black American sound. The song with its resounding baritone played from a 

sound truck as the protesting body walked from the Higher Regional Court toward Little 

Istanbul. More specifically Scott-Heron’s poetic expression of American racial injustice 

fell upon the landscape as the protesting body passed the traditional Bavarian beer hall, 

the Löwenbräukeller, at Stiglmaierplatz, which offered quite the contrast.  

From Scott-Heron’s debut album, Small Talk at 125th and Lenox (1970), “Who’ll 

Pay Reparations on My Soul?” was released on the heels of the civil rights movement 

and gave voice to black nationalism and concerns aligned with the Black Power 

movement. The Black Power movement worked to make progress where the earlier 

movement failed. This song speaks to the progress yet to be made and engages America’s 

deeply rooted racism. It weaves a history from America’s genocidal beginnings against 
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Native Americans to its continued systemic racism against African Americans. Failures 

of justice, and the possibilities of addressing them, are central to the song’s concerns.  

They gave us 

Pieces of silver and pieces of gold 

Tell me,  

Who’ll pay reparations on my soul? 

 

Through the titular question, Scott-Heron suggests the financial reparations debate is 

wasted, because even if obtained and delivered, the existential damage done to an entire 

race of people cannot be countered nor persistent injustices resolved by such materialism. 

While the catchy piano and rhythmic drums draw listeners into bodily participation, the 

lyrics serve a fatalistic conclusion regarding race relations in the U.S.  

This song, like so many of Scott-Heron’s poems, is a rich reference to its 

historical moment, and yet, the issues he covers remain matters of political contention in 

and beyond the American context. It has traveled across cultures through its associations 

with the transnational memory of the American civil rights movement and subsequent 

Black Power movement. “Who’ll Pay Reparations on My Soul?” lacks the same cultural 

cache as songs sung in the civil rights movement proper, such as that inspiring 

empowerment anthem “We Shall Overcome,” which has its own fascinating history on 

German soil (see Schubert, 2018; Waldschmidt-Nelson, 2013). Nevertheless, Scott-

Heron’s description of a place marred by racial injustice coincides far more neatly with 

Kein Schlussstrich’s problem definition and its specific demands: full justice for NSU 

victims and others subject to racial violence, state accountability for their failures to 

prevent and prosecute such violence, and redress of the structural problems that undergird 

Germany’s racism and xenophobia.  
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 Through this song, Kein Schlussstrich draws a potent analogy of raced bodies and 

in turn a problem statement about German places. Heard in the context of the NSU trial, 

Scott-Heron’s song becomes an analogy drawn between immigrant or third culture 

German bodies and African American bodies. Both subject to broad racial injustice and 

far-right violence, raced bodies in Germany and the U.S. also present a place problem in 

which safety and belonging are threatened for people of color. Until these societies 

pursue the deep structural and cultural change necessary to secure places in which people 

of color can realize their own being free from threat, civil rights cannot be won.  

The first step toward such a place for Scott-Heron and Kein Schlussstrich is to 

root out the failures of state.  

Many fine speeches (oh yeah) 

From the White House desk (uh huh) 

Written on the cue cards 

That were never really there 

Yes, but the heat and the summer where there 

And the freezing winter’s cold 

Now tell me, 

Who’ll pay reparations on my soul?     

 

Scott-Heron’s words of course speak to the historic context of 1960s U.S.—the 

disconnect between President Lyndon B. Johnson’s civil rights rhetoric and urban riots in 

black neighborhoods across the U.S. or the disastrous war in Vietnam. For the anti-NSU 

coalition, these failures unique to the U.S. context speak to similar betrayals of a German 

state full of empty, inauthentic political rhetoric but ineffective in action. Politicians and 

officials condemn far-right violence and those on the left praise the German multicultural 

project (in the works since the 1970s), but fail to prevent and appropriately prosecute 

such violence. Struggles to achieve the promised inclusivity and diversity in everyday 
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communities led Chancellor Merkel on 17 October 2010 to declare German 

multiculturalism a failure (Smee, 2010)—five years before the refugee crisis that 

dramatically escalated contentious politics on the right. From on the ground policing and 

investigatorial mishandling to prosecutorial deal making, the state’s hands, in the eyes of 

demonstrators, are just as bloody as the actual perpetrators. This is evident in the chants 

that surrounded and even overlapped the song’s performance: “Nazis morden, der Staat 

schiebt ab—dass ist das gleiche Rassistenpack!” “Staat und Nazis Hand in Hand—unsere 

Antwort: Widerstand!” “Mord, Folter, Deportation—das ist deutsche Tradition.”26 The 

demonstrators call for the state, not just the perpetrators, to be held to account. 

 The demonstrators gave the state’s failures an explicitly spatial consequence 

through the use of three other chants that day: “Nazis gibt’s in dieser/jeder Stadt — bildet 

Banden macht sie platt!” “Whose streets? Our streets!” “Nie, nie, nie wieder 

Deutschland!”27 The violence of the NSU case is but a symptom of a more insidious 

structural cause that the state has insufficiently acknowledged much less addressed. As a 

result, the first chant, another expression of the left’s fear geography, attributes the 

widespread spatial presence of the far-right to the state. Whether local, regional, or 

national, the different state entities, not the immigrant and third culture persons so often 

scapegoated, are responsible for Germany’s unsafe spaces. Unable to turn to the state, the 

 

26 Nazis murder, the state deports—that’s the same racist pack! State and Nazis hand in 

hand—our answer: resistance! Murder, torture, deportation—that’s German tradition. 

27 There are Nazis in this/every city—form gangs and flatten them! Never, never, never 

again Germany! 
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demonstrators seek their own solution in the second chant, namely to reclaim the streets 

and repair the damage done to their towns and cities. They seek to redefine place on their 

terms, to create a safe and welcoming place focused on racial justice. In doing so, they 

prevent the far-right’s spatial objective of a return to a Germany past. As the third chant 

illustrates, the particular sociopolitical entity that is the German nation is, for the 

demonstrators, forever wrapped in racism, xenophobia, and injustice. The only solution is 

the dissolution of the nation-state. Thus, “Who’ll Pay Reparations on My Soul?” provides 

Kein Schlussstrich with a desired cultural association, both foreign and ground in social 

justice while also speaking to their specific struggle against violence to raced bodies and 

to their desire to construct an altogether new place severed from the problems of old. 

Appropriating a National Protest Memory for a German Place 

National anthems are by definition steeped in place. According to historian and 

geographer David Lowenthal (2006), European music once held a transcendent 

universalizing character with the work of Germans, Italians, English or even Russians 

belonging to all Europeans. However, with the rise of nation states, music increasingly 

differentiated space and time. National anthems in the late 18th century carved up 

geographies, tethered music in unprecedented ways to newly bordered nation-states, and 

endeavored to differentiate one place from the next (Lowenthal, 2006). Latecomer that it 

was, the German national anthem is equally charged with this spatial work. Born of 

liberal-republican contentious politics, the “Deutschlandlied” is now an unmistakable 

feature of far-right demos whether presented as a poetic declamation delivered from the 

podium or a collective performance accompanied by music. In deploying national 
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anthems, the far-right seeks to establish itself as the legitimate inheritor of the German 

democratic tradition, to restore a nationalist pride they believe German society lacks, and 

to elevate the significance of their contentious political work. Place is central to these 

aims, and its memory is recalled with each performance of the national anthem.  

When the right sings the “Deutschlandlied” it inherits a meandering history from 

the liberal-republican memories of the forty-eighters through the stains left by the Nazis’ 

ethnocentric chauvinism to the ambivalent status in post-war Germany. On the whole, 

German society has become more receptive to the “Deutschlandlied,” at least in an 

official capacity. In 1988, not only did less than a quarter of German participants know 

the lyrics to their national anthem, but only 46 percent felt any pride in singing them 

(Janßen, 1988). Twenty years later, around 47 percent of Germans knew its words, and 

66 percent reported a sense of pride when the song accompanied official events 

(Marktforschung, 2009). Even so, the national anthem continues to face challenges. In 

2018, the Equal Opportunity Officer in the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs followed 

the example of Austria and Canada and suggested the lyrics be made gender neutral and 

inclusive (e.g., “Heimatland” instead of “Vaterland” and “couragiert mit Herz und 

Hand” instead of “brüderlich mit Herz und Hand”) (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, May 10, 

2019, para. 27; Hille, 2018). In 2019, the Minister President of the state of Thüringen, 

unable to shake the song’s Nazi associations and desiring a song more inclusive of former 

East Germans, called for an altogether new national anthem, which only 17 percent of 

Germans favor (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, May 10, 2019). While neither proposal 
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worked, the fact that they were made speaks to the continued ambivalence surrounding 

the national anthem in public and political discourses. 

The role of the “Deutschlandlied” in the right’s contentious politics is yet another 

matter with the evaluation of such performances greatly depending on one’s politics. 

From AfD to PEGIDA, the singing of the national anthem—third verse only except in 

rare, controversial cases—solidifies the group but it also reveals the right’s specific 

historical perspectivism. In terms of the song’s internal identity formation and 

maintenance, the timing of the ritual is of note. Usually performed as a closing to 

demonstrations, the singing of the national anthem serves as a ritual like the Catholic 

communion rite. The joint act of song unites the participants in identity and belief. 

Further, it reinforces their bonds to one another and to the German nation, restored in 

pride through their contentious political act. Through its history and its ritual communion, 

the national anthem offers a cultural root to ground their politics.  

Although the left often portrays the right as ignorant of history, it is more accurate 

to say that the right is obsessed with a highly selective history. This selective history is 

evident when one considers that these right populist movements began and hold greater 

public support in former East German states. Based on the history above, the 

“Deutschlandlied” appears to be an odd choice for former East Germans to tie to their 

movement. However, there are several reasons for this. First, coming from a time before 

the GDR and FRG, it erases the inequalities of divided Germany while simultaneously 

reinforcing differentiation from other nations, especially non-European nations. Second, 

separated from the national anthem for 40 years and fed a state narrative defining facism 
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as an exclusively West German problem, former East Germans may be better able to 

detach the “Deutschlandlied” from its Nazi associations and conceptualize the Nazi era as 

a history for which they are not responsible. Third, 1848 and especially its music tradition 

experienced a revival in the GDR with cautious supported by the SED as an example of 

positive German history (Robb, 2007). As such, it follows that the 1848 associations of 

the “Deutschlandlied” would resonate. Fourth, former East Germans have long combatted 

authorities regardless of their stripes and the “Deutschlandlied” provides a historical root 

for such contention given the author’s subsequent exile and participation in the 1848–

1849 revolutions. Fifth, the former GDR’s rejection of the “Deutschlandlied” makes the 

choice of song all the more appealing, as the far-right regularly presents itself in 

opposition to the GDR and the Stasi specifically.   

Ultimately, the singing of the national anthem for the right envisions a united and 

equal Germany, casts its roots in a desired history, and presents a past answer to present 

and future sociopolitical problems. Nineteenth century nationalism was meant to shift 

power to the German people, to put an end to the competition between individual German 

states and their sovereigns, and to enable a greater political standing and sound defense 

against other nations. In deploying national anthems, right populists return themselves in 

song to a historical place when nationalism thus imagined still offered so much political 

promise and hope. The right’s use of the song is more than a self-soothing behavior; it 

perpetuates a view of German nationalism as a solution to what it deems to be a loss of 

ground-up politics, a lack of internal homogeneity, and a refugee threat to Europe. For 

right populists, performing the “Deutschlandlied” publicly lays claim to and reembodies 
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Hoffmann’s democratic tradition and offers the rootedness they so celebrate. Ironically, 

in ignoring the Nazi transformation of the national song and acknowleding only its 1848 

tradition, the right uses the “Deutschlandlied” in a similar fashion, namely depolying it to 

claim themselves the authentic inheritors of the 1848 tradition. If it so happens to also 

dog whistle neo-Nazis who hold the song and the unsung first verse dear for its Nazi 

associations, right populists generally take the stance of the three wise monkeys—neither 

seeing, hearing, nor speaking about the neo-Nazis in their ranks.  

Concluding Thoughts 

As embodied beings, people belong to place and help constitute places (Casey, 

1996). The relationship is not purely physical, however. Culture flows into and 

transforms place—in Middle English culture means “place tilled” (Casey, 1996, p. 33). 

Contentious political actors seek to transform their cities when they deploy music as part 

of their political action. They aim to till the landscape with meanings particular to their 

political being. Indeed, as this chapter demonstrates, place—present and past, real and 

imagined—repeatedly appears in the music, lyrics, and performances of protest music.  

 This chapter presents three forms of placemaking through protest music. The 

street often appeared in original music as a generalized political space. Through the use 

of familiar protest chants, artists readied their music for use in contentious political 

contexts, but they also underscored the vital role of the street for political action as well 

as political being. Original music across the political spectrum also worked to construct 

and reinforce different geographies and understandings of national, regional, and local 

place. Sometimes these places serve as symbols of sociopolitical problems, but often 
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places are themselves the very objects of the contentious political grievance and/or 

demand. From the left’s desire for a porous multicultural place to the right’s desire for a 

bounded ethnic German or European place, place matters. Place also plays a role in the 

adoption of historic protest music. As protesting bodies borrow the legacies and politics 

of former social movements and contentious political actors, they also borrow visions of 

place. The left is more interested in reaching beyond Germany’s borders and 

transplanting more recent global memories into their local landscapes to construct a 

multicultural place driven by racial justice. The right, on the other hand, is more 

interested in distinctly German or European memories. While contained in space, the 

right gives itself much more freedom in time, delving into temporally distant memories to 

cultivate an epic German or European place driven by nationalism.   

Even in a cultural expression as mobile and widely traveled as music, contentious 

political actors remain placelings. Protesting bodies work to till their respective visions 

for place into the urban landscape when they fill the streets with their music. Shaped by 

their own historical perspectivism, different protesting bodies gravitate toward different 

memories in space-time and so operate on different understandings of place and of its 

issues and possibilities. The contention stems not from the failure of problems and 

solutions to coincide, but from the reality that one’s solution is often precisely the other’s 

problem. As the next chapter illustrates, these battles over place are magnified when 

protesting bodies set out on foot in their local memoryscapes.  
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CHAPTER 4 

‘PLACELINGS’ ON THE MOVE: SPATIAL NARRATIVES AND THE 

PROTESTING BODY IN URBAN MEMORYSCAPES 

[T]he street is democracy’s greatest arena, the place where ordinary 

people can speak, unsegregated by walls, unmediated by those with more 

power. 

– Rebecca Solnit (2000, p. 216) 

 

After an hour and a half of winding through Dresden’s Altstadt, the tour 

group arrived at its final stop, the Frauenkirche. Under the tutelage of our 

Dresden-born guide, Katharina, we had traversed Dresden’s 811 years of 

history from the city walls of the Middle Ages to flood memories as recent 

as the 100-year flood of 2013 (Dresden’s second in just a decade). As we 

walked, Katharina’s narrative polished the surroundings so that they 

shone with new meaning. […] The Fürstenzug28 rang out with the words 

of the last Saxon king, Friedrich August III, who abdicated the throne in 

the German Revolution of 1918–19: “Lass euch euer Dreck selber 

machen!” [Let yourselves make your own muck!]. The Revolution of 1848 

peeked from the sandstone of the Semperoper for the architect Gottfried 

Semper’s role building barricades for the revolutionaries, but the building 

then took on, as Katharina called it, “den schwarzen Fleck unserer 

Geschichte” [the black stain of our history] with the Nazi era and the 

resulting bombing and firestorm that ravaged the city. The group explored 

why the Allies targeted Dresden and why it, as opposed to other bombed 

German cities, became the anti-war symbol of the Second World War, but 

my thinking also went to the PEGIDA anniversary rally that had taken 

place there in front of the Semperoper just two nights before and how 

different PEGIDA’s construction of this place had been, namely one of 

xenophobic national pride. Katharina continued to deconstruct Dresden 

before us as she described the rubble city of her childhood in the GDR. 

The image of that city in ruins was rebuilt for the last time with the tour’s 

final stop, the Frauenkirche. Here in front of Dresden’s Janus-faced 

symbol—simultaneously a memory of destruction and regeneration—a 

young, bearded man in a checkered scarf and glasses posed the question: 

why was it here in Dresden that the group PEGIDA emerged? Quick in 

her answer, Katharina explained that Saxons, whether Brown (Nazis, Nazi 

era), Red (Communists, GDR era) or Black (CDU, present era), are very 

 

28 Procession of Princes, a tile mural on the side of the city’s castle originally painted 

between 1871–1876  to celebrate the Wettin Dynasty’s 800th anniversary. 
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much against political systems. They don’t understand how democracies 

work, she continued a bit more heated than before, and expect immediate 

results, not debate. An obvious sore spot, the PEGIDA question appeared 

to be well worn among Dresdeners. 

 

Why here? The question is a familiar one, a spatial one, so often asked when 

contentious politics arise, especially those of harmful consequence. The question echoes 

those posed about the National Socialist movement. In the words of historian Georg 

Franz (1957, p. 319), “Why, of all places, should this ‘Athens on the Isar’ [Munich] have 

been regarded as the cradle and nursery of that cataclysmic force [of National 

Socialism]?” As the postwar years settled, possible answers emerged to make sense of 

Munich’s role in the formation of that destructive protesting body turned inhumane 

authoritarian regime. An obvious association in historical narratives since, Munich was 

anything but an inevitable site of National Socialism. The foundational ideologies existed 

even before the First World War and had been “more firmly rooted” north of Bavaria in 

Saxony, Thuringia, and even in Berlin compared to Munich (Agnew, 1987/2015; Franz, 

1957, p. 319). In Catholic cities such as Munich, the Nazis had less electoral success as 

the Catholic, moderate Zentrum party staved the new party’s appeal (Agnew, 2015). The 

answer, as is so often the case, is complex and dependent upon a perfect storm of forces: 

the German Revolution of 1918–1919 led to the overthrow of the Bavarian royal house of 

Wittelsbach; the idealistic socialist leadership of the Prussian Jew Kurt Eisner ended in 

his assassination; and the rise and downfall of Bavaria’s Räterepublik (soviet-style 

republic) (Franz, 1957). The Bavarian majority—marked by middle-class Catholic 

conservatism, a distaste for socialism, a distrust of outsiders, and a “fundamentally 
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antirevolutionary mood”—had had enough and welcomed the Nazi party’s proposed 

antidote to this revolutionary disorder (Franz, 1957, p. 320).  

In 2014, Germans and non-Germans alike rewrote the question: Why, of all 

places, should the ‘Florence on the Elbe’ (Dresden) have given birth to PEGIDA? They 

have occupied themselves with the question not in the aftermath of harmful consequences 

but in fear of those that may follow. Given PEGIDA’s rhetoric, one might assume that an 

influx of asylum seekers in Saxony and Dresden gave rise to the movement, but the 

numbers show that the area was not especially affected by these populations and 

furthermore that the group arose before the large influx of refugees in 2015 (Virchow, 

2016). The DresdenWalks guide offered a better answer—the particularly assertive anti-

institutional political culture of Saxony (Katharina Michael, personal communication, 

October 30, 2017). Members of the press and scholars underscore this answer and offer 

several others. As for a political mentality, they cite Saxony’s deeply rooted notions of 

self-determination, exceptionalism, ethnocentrism, and nativism (Bittner, 2015; 

Vorländer et al., 2018). Saxony is marked by a robust “regional nationalism” (Virchow, 

2016, p. 548). Dresden specifically is “the most conservative and provincial of the big 

German cities” (Bittner, 2015, para. 8). It simultaneously offers a powerful backdrop of 

victimhood—with the allied bombing of 13 February 1945 and then West German 

politics and economics after unification—and Saxon and German pride in its restored 

courtly splendor (Bittner, 2015; Vorländer et al., 2018). Neo-Nazis have used the city in 

this capacity since the 1990s (Virchow, 2016; Vorländer et al., 2018). Saxony has a poor 

track record of dealing with the far right, often opting for appeasement, thus allowing far 
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right ideologies to take root in the state (Virchow, 2016). When these characteristics are 

met with the growing global “crisis of representative democracy,” marred as it is by 

complexity, non-transparency, the mediatization and digitization of politics in addition to 

the continuing struggle with globalization, PEGIDA’s stronghold in Dresden begins to 

make sense (Vorländer et al., 2018, p. 183).  

People are drawn to origin stories with good reason. Historians and social 

movement scholars take special pains to make sense of the formation of political bodies 

to help people better understand how something came to pass and how something similar 

could re-emerge. That said, dwelling on issues of place in origin stories obfuscates the 

spatiality of protest more generally. The tour participant’s question is important, but the 

impassioned sharpness of Katharina’s response may be more telling. Her frustration and 

hurt cannot be explained by the emergence of PEGIDA alone; those feelings stem from 

PEGIDA’s impact on the image of Dresden, of her city, and how her and others’ 

experience of it has changed. Every time PEGIDA members assembled, occupied and 

moved through the city as a collective body, they worked to rewrite Dresden’s narrative. 

Witnessing an undesirable transformation of this urban space would be difficult enough 

as a citizen who calls Dresden home, but as a historic tour guide forging spatial narratives 

with tourists, she no doubt took particular umbrage for how PEGIDA’s spatial narratives 

contradicted those of her craft. PEGIDA’s Monday “Spaziergänge” (strolls) turned 

Dresden “into a destination for Islamophobes of all stripes, with people traveling to the 

Saxon capital from across the country just to take part” (Popp & Wassermann, 2015, 

para. 6). These people lend their bodies in this revision of Dresden’s spatial narrative in 



 

150 

the hopes that rewriting this space would lead to rewriting others until Germany and 

Europe are rewritten in their image.  

The spatiality of protest in practice is the focus of this chapter. Protesting bodies, 

as remembering bodies, weave together memory places to create new spatial narratives 

and in turn to (re)construct urban memoryscapes. From local to transnational movements, 

protesters are “placelings” (Casey, 1996, p. 19) not only exercising their political action 

in places but also forging their political being of places through the physical presence of 

occupying and moving in their cities. As placelings, protesters mediate the connections 

between memory and place and engage in memory work for themselves, for the cities 

they envision, and/or for a larger imagined community.  

The first section offers the chapter’s primary concept—spatial narratives, an 

important spatial construction produced between place and mobility. A two-part analysis 

follows. The first uses illustrations from all the fieldsites to consider three core spatial 

forms of protest—rallies, linear demonstration routes, and circular demonstration 

routes—and the types of mnemonic spatial narratives they encourage. The second is 

based on an in-depth historical spatial analysis of Munich in which 170 years of protest 

actions (1848 to 2019) were traced using digital mapping. The historical approach adds a 

temporal dimension to digital mapping’s consideration of space, and thus best accounts 

for the importance of place across time for various social movements for a given locality 

(Markoff, 2015). Through their engagement with and routes between specific memory 

places, protesters create spatial narratives to buttress political claims, and more 

importantly, to fulfill political identity needs. Two protesting bodies exemplify the 
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mnemonic narratives forged through demonstration walks: PEGIDA-München (a local 

chapter of a transnational far-right nationalist movement) and Bündnis Gegen Naziterror 

und Rassismus (a local coalition of a national movement against Nazi terror and racism). 

PEGIDA-München, needing an amenable memoryscape, constructed narratives that 

spatially dissociated Munich’s perpetrator past and normalized its urban space. In doing 

so, it sought to repossess control over spaces denied to their politics and thus to redefine 

the right. Conversely, a coalition on the left worked to reinforce these associations. 

During a five-year trial against the National Socialist Underground (NSU), the Bündnis 

Gegen Naziterror und Rassismus revived traumatic memoryscapes of right violence to 

demand justice and forestall a return to a foreboding future of intolerance. As these 

spatial narratives attest, the protesting body is a remembering body that wields space and 

place for its cause and for its political being.  

Spatial Narratives and Memoryscapes 

As Paul Ricouer (1983/1990) argues, narrative is both a communicative form to 

understand and to represent humankind’s temporal experience. Thus, temporality has 

been much more readily connected to discussions of narrative than spatiality. Even for 

narratives that are deeply embedded in spatialities, such as Heimat narratives, place and 

space have failed to garner the attention they deserve (Eigler, 2014). Germanist 

Friederike Ursula Eigler (2014) suggests that the difficulty in connecting the two is likely 

the result of the bifurcation of spatiality from temporality and its implication that change 

leaves spatialities untouched. In the absence of change, sequence, that core element of 

narrative, is missing and so spatiality is tied to little more than description, not narrative 
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(Eigler, 2014). Spatial scholars have long disputed this static notion, but narrative and its 

relationship to humanity’s spatial being remains underexplored.     

In the late 20th century the spatial turn in narratology and the narrative turn in 

geography led scholars of both disciplines down a new analytical path toward the 

relationship between narrative and space (Ryan et al., 2016). Though not always in equal 

measure, narrative and space, or more often place, have also played an important role in 

memory studies including studies of memorials (e.g., Dekel, 2013; J. E. Young, 1993), 

museum spaces (e.g., MacLeod et al., 2012; McIsaac & Mueller, 2015), memory places 

(e.g., Jones & Garde-Hansen, 2012; Nora, 1998), memoryscapes (e.g., Foote, 2003; Till, 

2005), and place memories that travel (e.g., Rothberg, 2009; Sonnevend, 2016). Memory 

studies, however, has focused more on institutional than vernacular narrative 

constructions and even less on vernacular narratives by protesting bodies. The few works 

that have do not analytically combined narrative and space/place. For example, narrative 

and space/place only linger in the background of Andrea Hajek’s (2013) examination of 

protest memories in Italy. Whitehead and Bozoğlu (2016) emphasize space/place in the 

memory battles between protesters and the state over Gezi Park, but they fail to engage 

narrative. Priska Daphi (2017a) examines narrative in the collective memory and identity 

formation of the Global Justice Movement, but here too the concern is how narratives 

differ by geographic context, not how protesters construct narratives through place or 

space. In the field of contentious politics, narrative has gained more attention (Daphi, 

2017b; Davis, 2002b; Polletta & Gardner, 2015), but it has yet to be meaningfully paired 

with any spatiality. Taken together, narrative and the spatialities of place and mobility 
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illuminate the meaning making and identity building of the protesting body’s spatial 

practices, from rallies to demonstration routes.  

As an academic concept, spatial narratives (Azaryahu & Foote, 2008) are 

relatively new but narrative and space have long been entwined. Michel de Certeau was 

among the early scholars to seriously consider the role of space in narrative theory and 

cultural studies (Eigler, 2014). In The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau (1984) offers 

two approaches emphasizing in turn space and narrative. In “Walking in the City,” space 

as a central concern leads to a discussion of how people write with their feet (mobility) 

the text of urban space. In “Spatial Stories,” narrative comes to the fore as he argues the 

spatiality of all narratives and examines how space manifests as subject in everyday 

stories and in turn shapes spatial actions (de Certeau, 1984). Eigler (2014, p. 43) 

summarizes de Certeau’s dual task respectively as “Spatializing Narrative—Narrating 

Space,” which narrotolgist Marie-Laure Ryan and geographers Kenneth Foote and Maoz 

Azaryahu (2016) mirror in their monograph, Narrating Space / Spatializing Narrative. In 

other words, narrative and space can be analytically conjoined by asking how narrative 

constructs representations of space (narrating space) or how space itself can work as a 

narrative medium (spatializing narrative) (Ryan et al., 2016). Both shape how people 

interact with their environments, but this chapter concerns itself with spatializing 

narrative and how protesters construct narratives through place and mobility.  

Space and place are laden with meaning centered in social relations and 

materiality. In the absence of a sequential structure found in other media, neither is quite 

narrative in the classic sense, but they hold great narrative potential (Psarra, 2009; Ryan 
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et al., 2016). Memory places may be particularly rich in this potential given the natural 

ties between memory and narrative, but this narrative potential holds for spaces and 

places more generally. Architectural spaces, for example, achieve this narrative potential 

in the hands of architects whose designs structure spaces, social relationships, and 

cultural content (Psarra, 2009). Even in the absence of sequence, meaning and something 

akin to “an implied narrative” are produced through the architect’s “conceptual structure” 

or spatial configuration and the viewer’s “perceptual experience” or spatial signification 

much like between author and reader (Psarra, 2009, pp. 2–4). Spaces and places generally 

are better described as “possessing narrativity” rather than “being a narrative” (Marie-

Laure Ryan quoted in Ryan et al., 2016, p. 139). Commemorative streets are a prime 

example. Typically providing only the name of an event, such as Straße des 17. Juni in 

Berlin, or a person, such as Karl-Heinrich-Ulrichs-Platz in Munich, they offer key 

moments or figures rather than full narratives (Azaryahu & Foote, 2008; Ryan et al., 

2016). Actors must transform the narrative potential inherent in these commemorative 

streets into traditional narratives, to connect the street of the 17. Juni to the 17 June 1953 

uprising in East Germany or to identify Karl Heinrich Ulrichs as a gay rights pioneer and 

explain his role in the founding of a homosexual identity. Sometimes non-human actants 

lead this transformation, such as short on-site explanatory texts. Other times human 

actors construct these narratives through speech acts for others (e.g., tour guides, 

speakers, etc.) or by imaginatively connecting mediated representations (e.g., film, 

television, digital media, museum objects, etc.) to the site in thought.  
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Based on their work with institutional commemorative landscapes, Ryan, Foote 

and Azaryahu (2016) note four types of spatial narratives. First, “point narratives” refer 

to stories, usually formal and formulaic, told from a single site (Ryan et al., 2016, p. 12). 

Point narratives are quite common because of their simplicity and adaptability for a wide 

range of events (Azaryahu & Foote, 2008; Ryan et al., 2016). For example, in the inside 

passage of the Neues Rathaus in Munich, the US military’s liberation of Munich, an 

event encompassing the entire city, is told through a brief inscription. Second, “sequential 

narratives” are chronological stories told through a linear arrangement of space (Ryan et 

al., 2016, p. 13). Chronological spatial narratives are less common than thematic spatial 

arrangements (Azaryahu & Foote, 2008). For the given fieldsites, sequential narratives 

were less common in memoryscapes and more common in the contained spaces of 

museums, such as Berlin’s Tränenpalast (Palace of Tears), a former border crossing 

turned museum which offers a roughly sequential narrative to mirror the movements of 

travelers between 1962 and 1989. Third, “areal narratives” are non-continuous stories 

told by highlighting key moments, places, or themes (Ryan et al., 2016, p. 13). For 

example, the Dresdner Revolutionsweg (Dresden’s Revolutionary Path) tells a non-linear 

story as it marks important sites tied to the Peaceful Revolution of 1989 with each 

memorial plaque stressing a different aspect of the movement. Fourth, “hybrid 

[narratives]” refer to any combination of the previous three spatial narrative types (Ryan 

et al., 2016, p. 13). For example, the Berlin Wall Memorial on Bernauer Strasse mixes 

roughly sequential narratives provided by the larger photo murals along the former No 

Man’s Land with thematic areal narratives via clusters of multimedia stele.  
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This chapter shifts the focus from the written texts of municipalities and 

institutions to the rhetoric and footstepping of protesting bodies. Doing so answers Ryan, 

Foote and Azaryahu’s (2016) call for more research that diversifies the authors and 

practices of spatial narratives. However, to do so, the relationship between action and 

narrative must come to the fore. While Arendt (1958/1998) draws the connection 

between action and narrative in an abstract sense (i.e., actions produce narratives; 

narratives may lead to further action), de Certeau (1984) discusses one of the most 

important actions in the construction of spatial narratives—walking. Speaking of 

everyday urban residents, de Certeau (1984, p. 93) explains how people organize space 

through the act of walking. They take hold of the possibilities space offers and they bring 

some into being, leave others in wait, and invent altogether new spatial possibilities. They 

shape space through the paths they carve through the city and augment the meaning of 

place by spinning connective webs between places (de Certeau, 1984). Walking forges “a 

space of enunciation” with “a triple ‘enunciative’ function” that appropriates the 

topography it traverses, enacts place even when it appears as an absence of place, and 

forges relations (de Certeau, 1984, pp. 97–98). Walking takes on a political dimension as 

it poaches the system of power to manipulate and reappropriate it. Like speech acts, 

which simultaneously use language and perform actions on it, walking alters systems of 

spatial power for ordinary people through the use of those very spatial systems. This is 

not to say that every walk is an act of subversion or resistance (de Certeau, 1984). Indeed, 

most walks reinforce rather than dispute the spatial logic, organization, and narrative 

already in place. The movements of a rush hour urban commute demonstrate how people 
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mostly accept the direction, boundaries, and meaning of the spaces they traverse. But the 

subversive possibilities of walking, as de Certeau (1984) conceptualized, is of particular 

interest to social protest, which aims to exercise walking’s resistive potential.  

The collective movements of protesting bodies demonstrate the conviction of their 

participants as well as the power of their assembled form. In the history of protests and 

revolutions, bodies went hand in hand with the introduction of new ideas and shifts in 

socio-political systems (Solnit, 2000). Through the feet of protesters, walking is certainly 

political, but it is also commemorative (Rosenberg, 2012; Solnit, 2000). Urban space is 

not a repository of memories any more than it is the fixed representation of a single form 

of politics. Politics and memory are remade in the street, and protesting bodies’ 

occupation of and movement in that space is an important process to their reconstruction. 

Spatial narratives provide an avenue to understand these relationships. 

The Protesting Body in (Memory) Space 

Wielding mobility, especially the politically powerful forms of rallies and routes, 

protesters write and rewrite place, including memory places within or adjacent to the 

contentious political action. With their feet protesters write another palimpsetic layer atop 

existing spatial narratives. These may be explicit efforts to pull the meanings anchored 

there to the fore or to change them in their image. For example, on 2 September 2019, 

PEGIDA co-organizer Siegfried “Siggi” Däbritz, hosting the demonstration walk’s live 

stream, directed viewers to what he considers the most important of Dresden memorials, 

the Dresden Revolutionary Path 1989. Stopping at the memorial plaque, which is on 

PEGIDA’s regular route from Wiener Platz, Däbritz uses the site to address recent critics 
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among the historic Peaceful Revolution of 1989 it so admires: “Many of those former 

civil rights activists who were on the street at the time insult the patriots on the street 

today as whatever. Just shut up.”29 Beyond such moments of explicit reference lies an 

interpretive cornucopia of which the protesters themselves may or may not be aware. Yet, 

these spatial dynamics can augment the public’s understanding of the protesting body, of 

the causes for which they gathered, and of the city’s past. Three formal spatial 

relationships hold significance in the protesting body’s repertoire: rallies, linear 

demonstration routes, and circular demonstration routes. 

Rallies: The Power of the Singular Place    

Constraining the protesting body to a single location, rallies break from the 

idealized image of contentious politics as bodies in movement. From Eugène Delacroix’s 

(1830) Liberty Leading the People of the French Revolution to the Black Lives Matter 

marches across the U.S., many of the most compelling images of political contention 

capture the body in movement. Rallies seemingly constitute a more passive spatial form 

in the protesting body’s repertoire; however, they also often punctuate the beginning, 

middle, or end of demonstration walks because of their power to amplify place and 

inspire powerful point narratives. Unlike the brief, formulaic inscriptions of Ryan, Foote 

and Azaryahu (2016)’s point narratives, however, protesting bodies construct their single 

site narratives through stirring sometimes grandiose rhetoric. Through rallies, protesting 

 

29 Däbritz’s original quote: “Viele dieser ehemaligen Bürgerrechtler die damals auf der 

Straße warren maßen sich heutzutage an die Patrioten heute auf der Straße zu 

beschimpfen als was auch immer. Haltet einfach die Klappe.” 
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bodies harness the power of place and its specific history often rendering the place itself 

as a central character in their political narratives.  

 

Figure 1. March for Our Lives’s mediation of Brandenburg Gate.  

Berlin’s Pariser Platz epitomizes this spatial relationship. Known simply as Der 

Platz (The Square) until 1814 (Chris [Sandeman guide], personal communication, May 

19, 2018), Pariser Platz has become a site of political performance. Regardless of the day, 

passersby will witness a protest ending or beginning and often multiple simultaneously. 

Filled and emptied time and again of messages diverse in topic and political orientation, 

Pariser Platz is rewritten. While most of these protests quickly slip into the forgotten, 

Pariser Platz holds that icon arguably most steeped in German memory, the Brandenburg 
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Gate. Even when not explicitly invoked, the Brandenburg Gate’s visuality looms large as 

the backdrop. In the case of the March for Our Lives demonstration (24 March 2018), 

that visuality played a role in the physical staging of the rally, in its remediation on social 

media, and in the event’s publicity materials, which not only made use of the Berlin 

skyline but also replaced the Gate’s quadriga with the March for Our Lives silhouettes—

a symbolic transformation envisioning victory for the movement (Figure 1).  

Once a municipal gate and military monument, the Brandenburg Gate lends its 

symbolism and its historic weight to the contentious politics that take place at its base. 

During the concluding rally of the national AfD demo on 27 May 2018, one of the party’s 

leading representatives, Alexander Gauland, made rhetorical use of the Gate: 

Hier, lieben Freunde, stehen wir vor dem Brandenburger Tor. Es ist ein 

Symbol deutscher niederlagen, auch Napoleon ritt hier durch bevor wir 

ihm bei Leipzig aus dem Lande gejagt haben. Aber es gab auch deutsche 

Siege, der Fall der Mauer und die Freiheit die wir wieder errungen haben. 

Dafür steht dieses Brandenburger Tor und an dieser Stelle rufe ich allen 

zu, wir wollen und können Ihnen einhalt gebieten die von den 

Staatselementen nach der Staatsgewalt nun auch das Staatsvolk abschaffen 

wollen. (AfD TV, May 30, 2018) 

 

Here, dear friends, we stand in front of the Brandenburg Gate. It is a 

symbol of German defeat, even Napoleon rode through here before we 

chased him out of the country near Leipzig. But there were also German 

victories, the fall of the Wall and the freedom that we have regained. That 

is what this Brandenburg Gate stands for, and from this site, I call out to 

all, we want and we can stop those who desire to eliminate the state 

elements of state authority and subsequently to abolish the state’s people. 

 

Within a neo-nationalist, nativist statement of German patriotism and metaphors of 

familial inheritance, Gauland invokes two contrasting memories to depict the German 

people’s capacity to overcome threats (external and internal) and triumph. The first refers 

to Napoleon’s victorious procession through the gate in 1806, which temporarily robbed 
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the gate of its guadringa, and subsequently led to French occupation. Though an indelible 

memory of defeat, its threats have been tamed by the procession of time and interwoven 

with memories of victory. The 1813 Battle of Leipzig referenced here ended Napoleon’s 

occupation of Germany and fueled German nationalism. Having successfully captured 

Paris on 7 July 1815 with their allies and retrieved their stolen symbol, the Prussians 

memorialized their triumph by renaming the square in front of their violated structure 

Pariser Platz (Paris Square). The square became an enduring reminder to the French that 

the Prussians (later united Germans), as symbolized by the Gate, would always be 

standing above and looking down on them (Chris [Sandeman guide], personal 

communication, May 19, 2018). Gauland relies on rhetoric to tame the second memory, 

undoubtedly fresher in the minds of AfD’s supporters. Referencing the fall of the Berlin 

Wall and thus the SED regime, Gauland leaves the threat, this time an internal one, 

unnamed and thus disempowered. This rhetorical strategy is reinforced spatially as he 

speaks from the Gate’s second square, Platz des 18. März (18 of March Square). One of 

the square’s two democratic references is 18 March 1990, the date of the GDR’s first and 

only democratic elections. Invoking these memories rather than dark episodes, such as 

the Nazi’s extensive use of the Gate for their propaganda, Gauland links AfD’s struggle 

with admirable events from the past and situates their task as patriotic and achievable.  

Not all protest rallies are rallies by design, nor are all relationships to place 

positive. During PEGIDA’s third anniversary rally (28 October 2017), podium speakers 

referred to a denied permit for a demonstration walk after opposition groups registered 

several public events across Dresden on the same day. Denied their signature protest 
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action, the speakers portrayed the sitation as an underhanded strategy of the left to 

contain them—a strategy that PEGIDA promised to actively resist by speaking freely and 

loudly from the stage. While various opposition groups did register public events that 

day, PEGIDA had, in truth, marked its prior and subsequent anniversaries as rallies by 

design, in order to devote more time to their invited speakers. PEGIDA used the situation 

to reinforce its victim narrative, in this case victim to the opposition’s efforts to impede 

their right to assembly and free speech.  

PEGIDA also called upon the rally site itself for its victim narrative. Held at 

Theaterplatz, the square holds a special place for the group as its first three anniversaries 

took place there (19 October 2015, 17 October 2016, and 28 October 2017). Journalists 

and left-wing bloggers quickly noted the square’s former name, Adolf-Hitler-Platz, thus 

drawing comparisons between PEGIDA’s xenophobic messages to Nazism (Schmidt, 

2015; URA Dresden, 2015). However, the more interesting relationship exemplifying the 

unavoidably emplaced character of contentious political action is located in the 

Semperoper (a neo-Renaissance opera house) that overlooks the square. Built from 1838–

1841, the building witnessed the Revolutions of 1848–1849 and is further tied to those 

events through its architect, Gottfried Semper, exiled from Dresden for his involvement 

in the May Uprising of 1849. PEGIDA might have aligned their protests with those now 

much praised democratic, nationalist revolutions. However, the opera house prevented 

such alignment. In 2015, the Semperoper counter-protested PEGIDA’s presence on 

Theaterplatz by turning off its lights and projecting messages of tolerance (e.g., “For an 

Open World”) on its façade (Kunter, 2015). Carrying Semper’s name, the opera house’s 
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lays special claim to his memory and through its actions designates its counter-protest as 

the rightful heir of Semper’s republican legacy. Less visual in subsequent years, the opera 

house continues to counter PEGIDA and PEGIDA in turn uses it as a foil and a target for 

its attacks. On PEGIDA’s third anniversary, Lutz Bachmann complained about 

Semperoper’s refusal to provide electrical power for the rally and rendered the structure a 

symbol of the group’s elitist enemy. As this case illustrates, places are more than a mere 

backdrop; places can become counter protesters and enemies in their own right.  

Linear Routes: The Protesting Body Finds its Destination 

Demonstration walks open up a memoryscape and multiply the possible spatial 

associations. Although subject to police approval and modification for public safety, 

routes offer some insight regarding the political message or objective of the group in 

spatial terms. As the protesting body moves, its relationship to the city changes with the 

histories and identities of the places it moves through and moves near. Linear 

demonstration walks are defined by that most basic building block of every shape, the 

line. Defined by separate origin and destination points, the line is the spatial 

representation of a single lifespan, of the epic journey, of battle lines both literal and 

metaphoric. The line penetrates but also protects. The line divides but also connects. The 

meaning depends on the entity wielding the form and the space through which it runs. 

With the exception of human chains, most linear demonstrations are defined by their 

distinct origin and destination points and thus are conducive to sequential and areal 

narratives as well as themes of progress, achievement, and motivation. 
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Figure 2. Some of Berlin’s linear demonstration routes from 2016–2018.    

 

Linear demonstration routes offer a kinesthetic experience of progress. Activists 

seek change whether it be in policy, in culture, or in the minds of opponents. Through 

linear demonstration routes, protesters experience the idea of change through the literal 

forward movement of the protesting body to a new location, a spatial destination for the 

day and a political destination for the movement. To assume that a natural relationship 

exists between progressive politics and the progression of the linear route belies the fact 

that groups across the political spectrum use the form. In Berlin, protesters regardless of 

politics overwhelmingly preferred linear demonstration routes—likely a reflection of the 

peculiarities of its urban space and policing. Fieldwork data demonstrates the limited 

explanatory power of political ideologies alone with regard to the existence or use of 

linear demonstration. Here, progress does not mean progressive but rather movement 

toward a goal, which is differently defined across the political spectrum as well as within 

similar political orientations. For example, left-wing protesting bodies, which tend 

toward longer routes (in Berlin, averaging 2.27 miles), appear united in their aim to 

penetrate the right’s nostalgic calls for an imagined homogeneity and to protect the 
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present and future of a multicultural Germany consistent with their values. Right-wing 

protesting bodies, which tend toward shorter routes (in Berlin, averaging 1.24 miles), are 

similarly united by their aim to divide what they consider the un-German from the 

German and to connect Germans to one another and to their Heimat. 

Through its forward physical movement to a new location, the linear 

demonstration provides participants a sense of achievement. The affect of the linear 

demonstration walk enables the protesting body to experience physical progress by 

reaching a planned destination which in turn rewards the protesting body, at least 

momentarily by providing hope that physical advancement will become a political 

advancement toward the goal. Two examples of the AfD in Berlin offer a useful contrast 

to understand the linear demonstration’s notion of achievement.  

AfD’s national demonstration on 27 May 2018 was a linear route that inspired 

counter protesters to linear routes of their own. The AfD demonstration, which Berlin 

police estimated at around 5,000 participants (8,000 participants according to AfD), 

covered 1.04 miles under the slogan “Zukunft Deutschland” (Future Germany). Both the 

origin and the destination of the route recall democratic memories. Washingtonplatz, 

named after George Washington in 1932, recalls American democracy and resistance to 

British rule, while Platz des 18. März recalls two German democratic memories: the 

Revolution of 1848, which began in March, and the first free elections in the GDR.  

Nearly 25,000 counterprotesters took to the streets that Sunday to stop or at least 

drown out the AfD demonstration. The Anti-AfD-Bündnis, under the slogan “Stoppt den 

Hass” (Stop the Hate), led counter-protests along the AfD route. Although they did not 
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succeed in their promise to overcome the police barricades and physically block the 

AfD’s progress, they made their presence known through bodies, horns, and 

loudspeakers. Die Vielen, in what they dubbed the Glänzende Demo, shimmered in gold 

and silver as they walked 2.69 miles from the Volkspark am Weinberg (literally people’s 

park) in the north to Pariser Platz just opposite AfD’s destination under the motto “Gegen 

Nazis Glanz!/Glitter Against Nazis!” Concomitantly, Reclaim Club Culture, led a parade 

of 30 loudspeaker vehicles under the motto “Hauptsache es knallt. AfD wegbassen” (The 

main thing [is] it bangs. Bass away the AfD). The demonstration parade drove 1.58 miles 

from Hansaplatz along the Straße des 17. Juni, named in honor of the East German 

Uprising of 1953, to the Soviet Memorial (as close as police barricades would allow).  

Despite these counter-protest efforts, AfD protesters reached their destination, an 

accomplishment their speakers were quick to acknowledge. For example, Jörg Meuthen, 

one of AfD’s three federal speakers since 2015 and a member of the EU Parliament since 

2017, began his remarks:  

Liebe Freunde, geschätzte Patrioten, verehrte Anwesende den die Zukunft 

unseres Landes nicht gleichgültig ist, hier stehen wir nun also vor dem 

Brandenburger Tor im herzen von Berlin. Unser Demonstrationszug hat 

das gegen alle Widerstände derer die nichts anderes im Sinn haben als 

unser Recht auf inanspruchnahme der bürgerlichen Freiheitsrechte mit 

Füßen zu treten hierher geschafft! [Cheers from crowd.] (AfD TV, May 

28, 2018) 

 

Dear friends, esteemed patriots, honored attendees to whom the future of 

our country is not indifferent, here we are now standing in front of the 

Brandenburg Gate in the heart of Berlin. Our demonstration march has 

managed to make it here against all the resistance of those who have 

nothing else in mind than to trample our right to claim civil liberties! 

[Cheers from crowd.] 
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The strong showing of counter-protesters underscored AfD’s achievement of arriving at 

their destination. While Meuthen credited the Berlin police for their safety and clear path, 

he framed the achievement as a reflection of their determination and deep love of country 

and furthermore, by depicting the opposition’s cause as hollow, as both a political and 

moral achievement. Although progress drives the linear route and achievement rewards 

it, the latter is not guaranteed, as AfD’s failed Frauenmarsch (women’s march) of 17 

February 2018 demonstrates.  

Less frequent and more varied than their circular counterparts, linear 

demonstration routes tend to be less predictable and conclude with motivation. Even for 

groups such as the far-left Revolutionärer 1. Mai, which grounds itself in a specific event 

memory, a linear route of more than four miles winding through the districts of Keuzberg 

and Neukölln may be taken one year and a different one-and-a-half mile the next. 

Likewise, far-right groups such as Wir für Deutschland, a PEGIDA-like group that walks 

with some frequency, vary their linear routes. As such, even the most ardent protesters 

are unlikely to know the next call to political action or its route. For example, as 

protesters assemble, scattered conversations arise from the cacophony of the protesting 

body to inquire about the route and destination. Motivation then sustains political 

momentum but also resolves uncertainty about the political actions to come.  

The irregularity and diversity of linear demonstration walks also carry 

implications for the role of space in the protest performance. The variability of linear 

routes helps to amplify space for a political cause. Walking with a fresh step and an eye 

for different sights, protesters are in a better position to recognize the peaks and valleys 
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of the demonstration route’s symbolism than if they encountered the sites more regularly. 

Keeping with the AfD examples above, the closing speeches made repeated reference to 

the Brandenburg Gate and the Reichstag nearby. Irregularity heightens space and its 

symbolism to work for the group’s political messaging and to motivate protesters in their 

cause, but also makes space less receptive to new layers of meaning. Given that most 

demonstrations in the German context take place without major incident, one march is 

unlikely to claim the space through which it passes for the group or to leave a memorable 

mark. Only a movement of great consequence or an incident of major portions could 

anchor a linear route to the urban memoryscape. 

Circular Routes: The Protesting Body Returns 

Whereas the protesting body finds a destination in the linear path, it finds closure 

in a circular one, ending where it began. The circle, like the line, has a long symbolic 

history. Joined by a singular point that acts as origin and destination, it is the spatial 

representation of the life cycle, of Christian holiness and Buddhist enlightenment, of the 

wholeness Zeus took from humanity in Aristophanes, and of King Arthur’s mythic round 

table. But circles are also the spatial representation of the hunt whether by man or beast, 

of the Cantabrian circle (military formation), of mob power akin to the colosseum, and of 

surveillance power à la the panopticon. Thus, the circle unifies but also isolates, calms 

but also intimidates. It enlightens but also conceals. Circles remain a powerful symbol in 

people’s understanding of their world, and like the line, its meaning depends on the body 

wielding the form and the space through which it moves.  
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Figure 3. The circular paths of PEGIDA Dresden’s regular demonstration. 

Rarely used in Berlin, circular demonstration walks appeared frequently in 

Dresden and in Munich, employed by groups on the right and left. Their routes tend to be 

shorter (averaging 1.32 miles for the data collected) and are a feature of groups who meet 

regularly, such as PEGIDA and PEGIDA-München. Although PEGIDA has several 

protest routes in Dresden based on their starting location (e.g., Altmarkt, Neumarkt, 

Postplatz, Schlossplatz, Theaterplatz, Wiener Platz), their Spaziergang always ends in the 

square where it began (Figure 3). During fieldwork, PEGIDA-München focused on a 

route originating at Marienplatz, the central city square of Munich, but its presence there 

was the result of a spatial evolution working to the city’s center (Sendlinger-Tor-Platz, 
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Stiglmaierplatz, Odeonsplatz). PEGIDA-München’s predecessor, BAGIDA (Bavaria 

PEGIDA), began with miniature linear demonstrations (averaging 0.59 miles), but within 

months, it established regular circular routes around the Alter Botanischer Garten and 

Maxvorstadt (averaging 1.39 miles). The contemporary right’s overwhelming preference 

for circular demonstration walks reflects the ideas of return, closure, and comfort.  

Logistics have some bearing on the use of circular demonstration paths, but little 

explanatory power. PEGIDA-München relies on small stages and podiums for their 

regular opening and closing rallies, thus necessitating a return to the origin point. 

However, PEGIDA Dresden, which generally uses proper stages only for its larger 

anniversary rallies, started the circular demonstration walk ritual despite their reliance on 

mic trucks, vehicles equipped with sound projection equipment that serve as mobile 

stages. Because PEGIDA Dresden could drive their stage to a new destination but chose 

to use their mic truck as a fixed stage, logistics explain little. Instead, these far-right 

groups’ inclination toward circular demonstration walks speaks more to the objective of 

halting or reversing a modern Germany driven by multiculturalism. Circularity also 

serves their identity needs, most visible in their emulation of the peaceful Monday 

demonstrations of 1989 that eventually led to German reunification. 

Circular demonstration walks proffer a kinesthetic symbol of return, a notion well 

aligned with PEGIDA’s far-right rhetoric. Although PEGIDA no longer announces its 

full route upon departure, every demonstration walk begins with the reminder that the 

protesting body will return again here. So even as the protesting body leaves the square, it 

thinks of its return. A successful journey brings the protesting body back to its rightful 
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place of origin. Often the spatial return evokes a temporal return through a counter-

clockwise motion. Their feet acting as clock hands, the demonstrators symbolically push 

back time to a past version of their German nation, before the refugee crisis and before 

Angela Merkel, their primary political target. Although PEGIDA’s paths are split 

between clockwise (Altmarkt, Neumarkt, Schloßplatz) and counter-clockwise (Postplatz, 

Theaterplatz, Wienerplatz), its overwhelming preference for Dresden’s historic center 

over the edgier and more progressive Neustadt speaks to the group’s vision of Dresden as 

a city with an admirable past one can return to with pride. Furthermore, PEGIDA 

consistently shows preference to Altmarkt,30 which has been central to Dresden’s 

cityscape since 1370 (Landeshauptstadt Dresden, 2017). Thus, even when PEGIDA 

breaks from the physical counter-clockwise movement, its choice of location prioritizes 

the places with the longest history. 

Regardless of intent, circular routes tend toward a sense of closure. Engaged in 

the same kinesthetic movements of any other protesting body, the affect of the circular 

demonstration walk differs because of the protesting body’s experience of return. The act 

brings the movement to completion, as if to say the required political deed has been 

accomplished (even if only temporarily). Therefore, by the time participants disperse, 

they have created a sense of closure for their political action, unlike most linear 

 

30 I tallied PEGIDA’s demonstration announcements on their homepage and Facebook 

account from 22 December 2014 to 31 August 2019. Although PEGIDA held 191 

demonstrations in this time period, only 98 announcements were accessible: 37 Altmarkt, 

20 Neumarkt, 20 Wienerplatz, 12 Theaterplatz, 5 Schloßplatz, and 4 Postplatz. Altmarkt 

appeared most often and most consistently whereas other locations appeared in bursts on 

PEGIDA’s calendar.   
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demonstration walks that, in the absence of closure provided by rhetorical means, leave 

participants at a new destination with open-ended calls for further political action. That 

said, because the protesting body makes no spatial progress, circular routes underline the 

question of purpose asked of all protests. The performative return in the hands of the right 

is precisely the purpose of the demonstration—a physical demonstration of the socio-

cultural reversal they seek. With each circular journey, PEGIDA and its branches 

corporeally argue for the attainable return to their idea of a more desirable Germany past. 

In PEGIDA’s case, the circular demonstration walk provides a conservative 

notion of comfort in another respect, namely its predictability. Nearly five years since its 

founding, PEGIDA’s routes are well known to its participants. Repetition is a common 

strategy for the protesting body, especially with song and chant, but the repetitiveness of 

PEGIDA and PEGIDA-München’s routes do more than encourage participation: they 

produce a sense of comfort and forge new associations. Change defines the act of protest, 

but change need not be progressive; it may also be regressive, not necessarily negative. 

PEGIDA is regressive because its notion of change is the return to an (imagined) 

sociopolitical reality. The routes’ consistency and regularity offer comfort in contrast to 

the changing world that PEGIDA portrays as out of control.  

This predictability also can work to assuage resistant members or onlookers. 

Although PEGIDA has engaged in circular routes from the start, PEGIDA-München’s 

predecessor, BAGIDA, began with linear routes. The transformation in route type 

(around March 2015) followed plummeting participant numbers and leadership in-

fighting over neo-Nazi involvement. Fighting its bad image, BAGIDA and later the 
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rebranded PEGIDA-München established routine circular demonstration routes. While 

lacking in creativity, the repetition of these routes worked to rebrand and rebuild the 

reputation of the befouled group. PEGIDA-München became a known entity that worked 

into Munich’s regular rhythms through repeatable circular demonstration walks. 

Predictability may comfort participants and assuage publics, but it also flattens 

space. Unlike irregular linear demonstration walks, which amplify space for a political 

cause, repeatable circular demonstration walks effect the disappearance of space. Just as 

the specific places on one’s daily commute lapse into invisibility, the repetitive protest 

route renders space more generalized. Conversely, space becomes ripe for rewriting. 

Thus, the more repetitive the route, the more participants and outsiders recognize the 

connections between the protesting body and the places it passes. Through repeatable 

circular routes, the protesting body layers itself upon the cityscape more inconspicuously 

and perhaps in a more enduring fashion than less regular demonstration walks.  

A Historical Spatial Analysis of Munich’s Protesting Bodies 

 Building on the aforementioned forms and analytical insights with regard to 

direction, distance, and shape, this section uses digital mapping to draw connections 

between demonstration routes and memory places as well as between contemporary and 

historic demonstration routes. As such, it demonstrates the capacity of digital mapping to 

illustrate the contentious political life of place over time. I selected Munich for this 

analysis for three reasons: one, it is the birthplace of the most infamous social movement 

in recent Western European memory, National Socialism; two, Munich’s entanglement 

with Nazism is more intense and historically significant than Dresden’s still developing 
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relationship with PEGIDA; and three, the passage of time since that entanglement 

provides greater opportunity to analyze the lifespan of such association. The city thus 

selected I created an expansive digital map of diverse protest activities from 1848 to 2019 

based on information gathered from Munich’s museums and memorials as well as 

historical texts stumbled upon in the course of fieldwork. The discussion focuses on two 

cases, PEGIDA-München (far-right) and Kein Schlussstrich (left), to illustrate the 

relationship between contentious politics and Munich’s memoryscape. 

Centers of Protest, Peripheries of Protest Memorialization 

Cities are networks of streets and squares, but protest activities tend to cluster and 

concentrate in some areas more than others (Figure 4). Protests, contemporary and 

historic, are concentrated near Munich’s core and only neo-Nazis and occasionally 

contemporary far-right groups hold political events and protests further afield. This 

tendency outward is likely because of their small numbers and the public’s disapproval of 

their politics—that is, their protests work more to establish community within their ranks 

and less to sway opponents. The majority of protests take place in the districts of Altstadt 

(center, lavender), Maxvorstadt (northwest, light red), and Ludwigsvorstadt-Isarvorstadt 

(southwest, light orange) whereas most protest-oriented memorials are further afield.  

Altstadt, the historic heart of Munich, has large pedestrian areas and contains 

most of the historic sites as well as their shops and businesses. Maxvorstadt is primarily 

residential but, as the former seat of the Nazi Party, it has several memory sites, often 

unmarked, belonging to Germany’s darkest chapters. In contrast, Ludwigsvorstadt-

Isarvorstadt consists of two neighborhoods. To the south, Isarvorstadt is known for its 
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nightlife, its gay neighborhood, and its proximity to Munich’s river, the Isar. To the 

north, Ludwigsvorstadt is known locally as Little Istanbul for its many Turkish eateries 

and shops. These neighborhoods are home to the Hauptbahnhof and the Oktoberfest, but 

offer fewer marked memory sites. 

  

Figure 4. Munich squares and streets with activities by three or more groups. 

If a quality of the urban is that “[v]irtually, anything can happen anywhere” 

(Lefebvre, [1970] 2003, p. 170), why have these squares and streets risen above the larger 

cityscape? Practical reasons exist, such as centrality and connectivity, but protesters also 
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gravitate toward these sites because of their place histories. The built architectures of 

these streets and squares lend one level of meaning while spatial practices, including 

those of past contentious political actors, lend another. Filled and emptied of meaning 

time and again, urban streets and squares rarely take on a singular identity except under 

extraordinary events. Nevertheless, different protesting bodies pick from the hodgepodge 

of memories anchored in these places to construct a political being through time, a 

narrative to address their present political concerns, and a vision of the city’s future.  

Unsurprisingly, Munich’s central square, Marienplatz, epitomizes this diverse 

gathering of ideologies, memories, and identities. Stachus and the pedestrian way have 

similarly resisted claims of ownership by any one group, political leaning, or topic. As 

pedestrian-only zones, these three places are highly visible and accessible to the public as 

well as convenient from a traffic management perspective, and therefore a clear choice 

for many protest actions, whether rally or portion of a demonstration walk. However, 

they also offer place memories rooted in Munich’s civic history. Dating back to the city’s 

founding in 1158, Marienplatz has a long history as the city’s sovereign space. Its 

dominant symbol, the Mariensäule (Marian column), actually represents a two hundred 

year struggle to come to terms with Duke Elector Maximilian I’s encroachment on this 

sovereignty when he installed the column without permission in 1638 (Münchner 

Stadtmuseum, 2018b). The square remains the most frequent site of protest, with a wide 

spectrum of ideologies and causes. Stachus illustrates civic resistance in name as locals 

have for hundreds of years thusly referred to the square in memory of a old pub, Beim 

Stachus, rather than its official name, Karlsplatz, in memory of an unpopular Elector of 
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Bavaria. Claimed by Münchners in name, the square is further claimed by them in 

frequent protests of diverse causes and political leanings.  

Despite the city’s tendency to push protest memories to the periphery, 

Geschwister-Scholl-Platz and Münchner Freiheit are named after Nazi-resistance figures. 

The more popular Geschwister-Scholl-Platz is named after the sibling duo, Hans and 

Sophie Scholl, at the heart of the White Rose resistance. The grass and concrete square 

sits in front of Ludwig-Maximilians University’s main building, the university attended 

by the core members and the site of Hans and Sophie’s last leaflet distribution attempt 

and arrest. Less obvious to foreigners, Münchner Freiheit, the northernmost square with a 

concentration of protest activity, also recalls Nazi resistance. Originally Felitizschplatz 

(named after a state minister), the Nazis renamed the square Danzinger Freiheit (1933-

1946). Like similarly named squares and streets elsewhere in Germany at the time, 

“Danzinger Freiheit” expressed the perceived injustice of the Treaty of Versailles 

stipulation that the city of Danzig (today: Gdańsk) be awarded to Poland (Vermessungs- 

und Katasteramt, n.d.). After the war, the square received its current name and meaning.  

Traditionally a site to stately processions and parades, Odeonsplatz is the historic 

site where Munich police halted the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch. The Italian-inspired square 

and its Feldherrnhalle (Field Marshals’ Hall) became a major site of Nazi remembrance 

events, including reenactment demonstration walks that followed the path of the failed 

putch and brought it to completeion at Königsplatz. In 1933, the Feldherrnhalle, which 

was constructed in 1841 to honor the Bavarian Army, was transformed into a sacred site 

for the Nazis (Münchner Stadtmuseum, 2018a).  
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Equally bound to the Nazis, Königsplatz is connected to Odeonsplatz via one of 

Munich’s four royal avenues, Brienner Straße. Königsplatz is a neo-classic square 

modeled after the Acropolis in Athens to manifest Ludwig I’s idea of Munich as the 

“Isar-Athen” (Athens of the Isar) (Münchner Stadtmuseum, 2018b). By 1933, the Nazi’s 

lay claim to the square, which lay in proximity to their Brown House headquarters at 45 

Brienner Straße, which is today the site of the Nazi Documentation Center. By 1934, the 

Nazis began to remodel it in their own image, covering the grassy square with massive 

concrete slabs to better serve their military parades and massive rallies. The square was 

part of the Nazi’s larger reconceptualization of the area into their administrative district 

and of Munich as the city of their movement. In the Nazi years, Königsplatz witnessed 

military parades, remembrance events (e.g., the “last roll call,” “resurrection” and 

swearing in ceremonies on the Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch anniversary), far-right protests 

(e.g., a book burning on 10 May 1933), and state visits (e.g., Mussolini in September 

1937). After the war, the space, which was for a time used as a parking lot, was reverted 

back to its pre-Nazi grass design with an emphasis on its cultural offerings in art and 

antiquities (Karl [Sandeman guide], personal communication, June 3, 2018).    

Odeonsplatz and Königsplatz have become symbolic sites for protesters on the 

right to goad the left and of the left to underscore their anti-hate messages with the weight 

of modern history’s most infamous right-wing movement. Rallying and demonstrating in 

and through these squares heightens Munich’s historical status as the former city of the 

Nazi movement, and thus Munich’s left as especially aware and knowledgable of the cost 

of right-wing movements left unchecked. The left often takes a defensive position 
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focusing on counter protests efforts, which means they often perform counter messages in 

the place of the right’s choosing. Nevertheless, Odeonsplatz was by far their most used 

protest space with Königsplatz folded into larger demonstrations. The use of these former 

Nazi stronghold spaces is too frequent to be coincidental, and thus demonstrates an 

effective use of historical knowledge of their urban space to serve their political identity 

and messaging needs in the present.  

PEGIDA-München’s Munich: Spatial Dissociation and a Normalizing Shift to the Center  

Given Munich’s status as the “capital of the movement” (NS-

Dokumentationszentrum München, 2018d), the contemporary right-wing’s use of space 

is inevitably compared to the historic Nazi movement. Unlike protests led by the NPD, 

Die Rechte and Der III. Weg, PEGIDA-München appeared with greater frequency and 

made greater use of the memoryscape. At initial glance, the routes show no discernable 

pattern as they weave through all three of the central districts. However, setting the routes 

alongside the group’s organizational timeline reveals the group’s spatial transformation. 

In three phases, BAGIDA, a Bavarian-wide PEGIDA riddled with neo-Nazi followers, 

splintered into PEGIDA-München, which sought to revive the movement with a cleaner, 

more palatable image. The organizational transformation coincided with a spatial one 

normalizing PEGIDA-München and its vision of Munich’s memoryscape.   

Phase 1: Excising Ludwigsvorstadt-Isarvorstadt Through Short Linear Routes 

When BAGIDA took to Munich’s streets in early 2015, its model organization, 

PEGIDA, marched in Dresden with thousands of demonstrators every Monday. Unlike 

PEGIDA’s relatively amenable Saxon political scene, BAGIDA faced immediate and 
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resounding opposition in Munich, which could be both the product of West Germany’s 

extensive Vergangenheitsbewältigung (process of dealing with the past) and the city’s 

special status as birthplace of the Nazi movement.    

 

Figure 5. Phase 1 (Jan.–Feb. 2015) alongside 1923 Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch. 

On Monday, 12 January 2015, in response to the Charlie Hebdo shooting on 7 

January in Paris, around 1,500 people participated in BAGIDA’s first protest. They were 

met by about 18,000 counter-protesters (Franz et al., 2016). According to the counter-

protest group NoBagida (now called NoPegida), around 200 of the 1,500 BAGIDA 

supporters were suspected to be right-extremists, including members of the NPD, Der III. 

Weg, and Die Rechte (Franz et al., 2016, p. 9; Nopegida München, n.d.). They led a short 

demonstration route less than a half-mile from Sendlinger Tor to Stachus; nevertheless, 

the route (A) traveled through the main traffic vein circling Altstadt. Although BAGIDA 

would try the same route the following week and once more in February, the subsequent 
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routes (B) moved away from Munich’s core district (Figure 5). Instead of penetrating 

Altstadt, BAGIDA moved deeper into the district of Ludwigsvorstadt-Isarvorstadt with 

two linear routes around a half-mile each: Goetheplatz to Sendlinger Tor and Goetheplatz 

to Poccistraße. In general, BAGIDA’s early routes did little to bring attention to specific 

sites, instead moving through the more generalized space of the Klinikviertel (hospital 

quarter) and working against the symbolism of Little Istanbul.  

A representation of Munich’s wider Muslim population, Little Istanbul is the 

spatial manifestation of BAGIDA’s rhetorical fears, namely a German space rendered 

foreign. An area dominated by hotels since the 19th century, foreign guest workers 

settled here in the 1950s and 1960s in the hopes of benefiting from West Germany’s 

booming economy (München Tourismus, 2018). Up and down the parallel streets of 

Goethestraße, Schillerstraße, and Senefelder Straße, Turkish, Iraqi, Pakistani, and Afghan 

cuisine wafts through the air while foreign scripts and goods adorn the windows of 

restaurants, supermarkets, and boutiques. All three routes border the quarter with the first 

route to the east and the next two to the south. Not fully encircling Little Istanbul in a 

display of dominance, BAGIDA’s protesting body nevertheless appeared to excise Little 

Istanbul and the multicultural Westend beyond it from Munich’s heart, Altstadt.  

Set alongside historical data, these three linear routes collectively appear to mirror 

the general shape of the Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch in 1923; however, the linear 

movements are notably different. In a mile and a half route, the Nazi putschists 

penetrated the core of Altstadt via Isartor and Marienplatz. In contrast, BAGIDA, never 

exceeding a half mile, first hugged the periphery of Altstadt, then positioned itself further 
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from Altstadt, and finally moved in the opposite direction. Though the political left 

equates PEGIDA and its branches to Nazis, their movements differed considerably. In 

subsequent phases, spatial overlap with Nazi memory places began to occur. 

Phase 2: Skirting Nazi Sites in Maxvorstadt and the Advent Of Circular Routes  

By February 2015, BAGIDA’s participants dropped sharply to 350 and continued 

to decline (Franz et al., 2016). In March 2015, faced with dwindling participation and 

leadership in-fighting, BAGIDA moved its demonstration routes north to Maxvorstadt 

and by mid-March adopted regular circular routes from Stiglmaierplatz (Figure 6), thus 

normalizing the protesters’ presence in space through predictable routines.  

 

Figure 6. Phase 2 (Mar. 2015–Jul. 2015) alongside 1923 Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch. 

Maxvorstadt, once home to the Nazi administrative district, was an unexpected 

choice given the criticisms of BAGIDA’s neo-Nazi connections. While the group’s routes 
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avoided the more symbolic path through Königsplatz, BAGIDA nevertheless grazed 

Maxvorstadt’s perpetrator landscape inching toward the heart of the Nazi administration 

district. The group used two routes: eastward loops of medium (1.86 mi), short (1.62 mi) 

and mini (1.24 mi) distance; and westward mini loops along Nymphenburger Strasse 

(1.38 mi and 0.75 mi). The more frequent eastward loops skirted the district, encircled the 

Alter Botanischer Garten (old botanical garden) and passed the backside of the Justiz 

Palast (Justice Palace, District Court I) once home to the Nazi kangaroo People’s Court. 

Moving along Karlstraße, BAGIDA protesters passed the district’s southern border and a 

series of sites and buildings that once belonged to the SS Reich Leadership, the Reich- 

and Foreign Press, the Reich Propaganda Directorate, Commission for Economic Policy, 

as well as several social organizations, such as the National Socialist German Student 

Union and the National Socialist German Medical Association. BAGIDA’s proximity to 

Maxvorstadt’s former Nazi sites seems mostly about the contemporary right testing its 

ability to neutralize Nazi spaces by starting with the surrounding area. With no 

acknowledgement to the Nazi history of these places, BAGIDA worked to envision a 

cityscape absent of this history.  

Similarly, the transition to routine circular routes could be interpreted two ways. 

Taken as a demonstration of power, the circular routes could be seen as an extension of 

the linear routes with which BAGIDA entered the scene. That is, the group penetrated the 

landscape with their linear routes and then ruled over it with their circular routes. Second, 

the regularity of the demonstrations and the stability and predictability of the circular 

routes could also work as a strategy to normalize BAGIDA and to absolve the 
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repercussions of their earlier appearances. The political left favored the first interpretation 

and considered BAGIDA to be the latest iteration of neo-Nazism and Brown politics. 

BAGIDA and conservatives generally favored the latter interpretation and questioned the 

different spatial access afforded to different political ideologies. 

Phase 3: Growing Bolder and Fanning the Flames or Normalizing Dark Landscapes?  

As PEGIDA-München split from BAGIDA in April, it adopted the Maxvorstadt 

routes before establishing its own (Figure 7). By July 2015, PEGIDA-München, 

averaging 100-150 participants for its weekly Monday demonstrations (Franz et al., 

2016), moved eastward toward Altstadt holding rallies on Marienplatz and a circular 

route from Isartor. While it largely kept to the circular and near-circular routes, by 

September the group’s 140-250 participants (Franz et al., 2016) became bolder, moving 

through landscapes laden with Munich’s dark history, such as Königsplatz and 

Odeonsplatz. Whether aiming to antagonize the left or to disempower those spaces, 

PEGIDA-München contested the sacred status of these dark landscapes and their use by 

only the political left. 
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Figure 7. Phase 3 (Jul 2015–Jan. 2016) alongside 1923 Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch. 

On 7 September 2015 and again on 14 September, PEGIDA-München took a 

linear route from Stiglmaierplatz to Odeonsplatz that crossed through Königsplatz and 

the heart of the former Nazi administrative district (Figure 8). Königsplatz, a showplace 

for the Nazi regime, exemplified the Nazi’s grand spatial aesthetic and served as a site of 

military parades, remembrance events, and notable escalations in the regime’s extremism, 

as well as the first wave of nationwide student-led book burnings begun in spring of 1933 
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as part of the “Action against the un-German spirit” (NS-Dokumentationszentrum 

München, 2018d). The Nazis’ concrete slabs no longer cover the square, but PEGIDA-

München participants passed the remains of the Ehrentempel built to honor the fallen 

Nazis of the failed Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch in 1923. Continuing on Brienner Straße, the 

protesting body passed the Führerbau that served as offices for Hitler and other top Nazi 

officials (now a music school), and the site of the infamous Brown House that served as 

Nazi Party Headquarters from 1931 to 1945, now occupied by the Nazi Documentation 

Center’s modern white cube building. In the case of the 7 September route, the last leg 

followed the final path of the Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch from Theatinerstraße to 

Odeonsplatz where the putsch was stopped. That final path was again taken, in reverse 

and then in the same direction, in a circular route from Odeonsplatz on 5 October 2015. 

 

Figure 8. Königsplatz with the former Nazi administrative district to the right. 

Although PEGIDA-München’s subsequent routes omitted Königsplatz, it 

incorporated the Nazi administration district’s perimeter time and again in late 2015 and 

early 2016. The top side was part of a circular route from the Reiterdenkmal in front of 

the Bavarian Interior Ministry (30 November 2015). This route passed the former Nazi 

Party’s second official heaquarters (July 1925 to January 1931) and a former publishing 

house, M. Müller & Sohn KG, considered one of 24 sites vital to the rise of National 
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Socialism in Munich (NS-Dokumentationszentrum München, 2018a, 2018c). Yet, the 

route also included sites of Nazi resistance: Georg-Elser-Platz, named after the carpenter 

who in 1939 tried to assissinate Hitler with a bomb in the Bürgerbräukeller, and 

Geschwister-Scholl-Platz, named after White Rose siblings Hans and Sophie Scholl 

whom PEGIDA-München see as forebearers. The administrative disctict’s side was part 

of another circular route from the Reiterdenkmal (7 December 2015) and again on the 

first anniversary demonstration 11 January 2016 from Odeonsplatz, which also passed the 

Platz der Opfer des Nationalsozialismus, the square to the victims of National Socialism.  

The Reiterdenkmal and Odeonsplatz became favored sites, though with very 

different implications. Equally steeped in Nazi memory, Odeonsplatz became a frequent 

rallying and demonstration site for PEGIDA-München (Figure 9). Demonstration routes 

from/to Odeonsplatz were varied, connecting the square to Stiglmaierplatz, Lenbachplatz, 

Siegestor, the Reiterdenkmal, and Karolinenplatz. The contemporary left greatly objected 

to PEGIDA-München’s use of the square generally, but especially its request for the 

space on 9 November 2015, the anniversary of the November Pogroms, and the group’s 

use of the square on its first anniversary, 11 January 2016. Two things complicated 

PEGIDA-München’s relationship to the square. Spatially, it is a historic site of Hitler-

Ludendorff’s putsch, the actual route and a major site for its memorialization and 

commemoration during the Nazi era. Temporally, filling the space with far-right politics 

on either the official remembrance day of a tragic act of far-right violence and/or the 

group anniversary of contemporary far-right politics are cause for great offense among 

the larger Munich public. 
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Figure 9. Lower Odeonsplatz (modified Wikicommons image by Florian Adler). 

This is not to say that Odeonsplatz is an unusable place. The city uses the square 

as one site for its municipal anniversary celebrations in addition to fests and concerts. 

Protest also finds its way into the square. The Christopher Street Day demonstration 

began at Odeonsplatz from 1993 to 2000, and the contemporary left has made plenty use 

of the square. Following the Second World War, around 6,000 people gathered for a 

Communist Party rally on the square on 9 November 1946 to demand justice be served 

against the perpetrators of Nazi crimes (NS-Dokumentationszentrum München, 2018e). 

The left has continued to make use of the Odeonsplatz since this early example. For 

instance, Munich’s Antifa led the way for the contemporary left with a demonstration on 

10 May 2014 under the slogan “Das Böse ist immer und überall” (The evil is always and 

everywhere). Just days after BAGIDA’s debut, NoBagida led a protest from the square 

on 19 January 2015 “Gegen Rassismus und Nationalismus” (Against racism and 

nationalism). In clear demonstration of Odeonsplatz’s special status, after the court 
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supported the city’s ruling that PEGIDA-München could not hold its regular Monday 

demonstration in the square on 9 November 2015, an alliance of Munich’s left—Bündnis 

Gegen Naziterror und Rassismus, Refugees Welcome, Gemeint Sind Wir Alle, and 

NoBagida—held at least 34 anti-PEGIDA-München protests between 21 September 2015 

and 16 January 2017. Whereas the left used Odeonsplatz as a reminder of the costs of 

racist movements, the contemporary right sought to whitewash the square’s dark history 

to support their anti-immigrant message. Their use of the square recalls other incidents of 

controversial use on the far right, such as a neo-Nazi Rudolf Heß (deputy to Hitler) 

memorial ceremony on 18 Aug 1987 following his death in Spandau Prison and Reinhold 

Elstner’s self-immolation on 25 April 1995. Some spaces are limited to certain identities.   

PEGIDA-München also led several demonstrations from the Reiterdenkmal, an 

equestrian statue of King Ludwig I located on upper Odeonsplatz (Figure 10), which in 

effect recalls the power of protest. In the 1848 revolutions Ludwig I abdicated his throne 

under pressure, the only monarch to do so. Thus, the Reiterdenkmal recalls a successful 

protest that led to the ousting of government leaders, a strong parallel to PEGIDA-

München’s objective to unseat Chancellor Angela Merkel. Blamed for a lax immigration 

policy, Merkel is a frequent target of the protesting bodies on the right, for example by 

showing her in a hijab backed by the Turkish flag (a reproduction of the right populist 

magazine Compact) or the ever popular “Merkel muss weg” (Merkel must go) chants. 

Reiterdenkmal thus offers PEGIDA-München mnemonic support and inspiration. The use 

of upper Odeonsplatz and the Reiterdenkmal serve as PEGIDA-München’s clearest use 

of space to support its messaging. 
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Figure 10. Upper Odeonsplatz (modified from Google Maps). 

The Reiterdenkmal was PEGIDA-München’s least objectionable use of space, but 

as a counterprotest blockade of their short 19 October 2015 route from the Reiterdenkmal 

to the Platz der Opfer des Nationalsozialismus illustrates (Franz et al., 2016), even routes 

from there tested the bounds of permissible space. Yet instead of avoidance, PEGIDA-

München’s third phase directly engaged in sites linked to Munich’s most infamous right-

wing movement. Given its aim to clean up its image after BAGIDA’s tarnishing, direct 

engagement of these sites counterintuitively became a way to communicate the group’s 

departure from neo-Nazism. That is, PEGIDA-München, supposedly free of neo-Nazis, 

asserted it need not shy away from those areas and could use those spaces much like the 

political left. However, seeing the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing, Munich’s left 

failed to be persuaded. Their counter protest efforts may help explain why PEGIDA-

München departed from demonstration walks, resorting to smaller rallies at Stachus, the 

pedestrian way, Rindermarkt, and Marienplatz in August 2015, and again in March and 

April 2017. During spring 2018, PEGIDA-München’s appearances were limited to these 

smaller rallies—on some occasions with more signs than attendees—and a singular 

demonstration route from Marienplatz.  
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Marienplatz, symbolically second only to the Frauenkirche, provides the most 

visibility. Filled and emptied of so many causes since its founding, Marienplatz 

nevertheless remains tied to some protest actions largely because of the imagery offered 

by Munich’s museums. For example, Marienplatz is defined as the site where the Hitler-

Ludendorff Putsch reached full steam. On 9 November 1923, the Nazis moved from the 

vicinity of Burgerbräukeller in the south across the Isar through the city core of Altstadt 

before being stopped at Odeonsplatz. As part of their attempted putsch, the Nazis 

canvassed the city with proclamations claiming the German government in Berlin had 

been deposed. Having seen the posters, thousands of Munich’s citizens employed the 

time’s best information seeking strategy and went to the central public square for news. 

The arriving crowds met incendiary speeches by Nazi leaders. A large-scale photo in the 

Nazi Documentation Center shows Julius Streicher standing above and orating to a 

packed Marienplatz with the putschists moving through the crowd to his rear, on their 

way to overthrow the local military headquarters on Ludwigstraße. Apart from artistic 

renderings no image exists of the gun battle on Odeonsplatz, so this image at Marienplatz 

came to define the event (NS-Dokumentationszentrum München, 2018a).   

PEGIDA-München’s Marienplatz route follows a counter-clockwise circular path 

for a little more than a mile, moving opposite that of the putschists’ historic path from 

Marienplatz down the Tal until turning north for their loop via Thomas-Wimmer-Ring, 

Maximilianstraße, Dienerstraße and back to the square. Named in 1964, Thomas-

Wimmer-Ring memorializes an important Oberbürgermeister (1948-1960) in Munich’s 

post-war recovery. In 1948 Wimmer, representing the SPD, became mayor and has been 
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honored for his early opposition to and persecution under the Nazi Party (NS-

Dokumentationszentrum München, 2018f). At the PEGIDA-München protest on 2 June 

2018, leader Michael Stürzenberger argued that Nazi resistors, such as Sophie Scholl and 

Claus von Stauffenberg, were forebears of the PEGIDA movement, yet he notably 

omitted Wimmer. As he announced the route, which included Thomas-Wimmer-Ring, he 

abstracted the reference to the Altstadtring as a whole. Whereas Scholl’s Christianity and 

von Stauffenberg’s noble militarism made for good models, Wimmer’s affiliation with 

SPD, which PEGIDA has painted as its opposition, makes for a poor model. 

Maximilianstraße is named after Maximilian II (1848-1864) who took the throne 

after his father Ludwig I’s abdication. Thus, it extends the Reiterdenkmal’s association 

with successful protest. In addition to those on Marienplatz, counter protesters often stand 

at the end of Maximilanstraße where the protesting body turns down Residenzstraße and 

Dienerstraße. Sometimes these counter protesters break the police barricade and force 

PEGIDA-München to turn south a street earlier than planned. Maximilianstraße may also 

work as a reminder of protest’s capacity for positive change while still holding to 

tradition. That is, the abdication of Ludwig removed one disliked monarch, not the idea 

of monarchy itself; likewise, PEGIDA-München calls for the removal of one disliked 

conservative democratic leader, not of conservatism or democracy outright. 

BAGIDA and its splinter-group PEGIDA-München executed a quick dramatic 

transformation in their spatial practices as represented by the rapid succession of these 

three phases. First, the protesting body used areas with little spatial history or appeared to 

symbolically excise their rhetorical foes in Little Istanbul and the Westend. In phase two, 
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BAGIDA began normalizing their members in regular, circular routes and tested their 

capacity to rewrite places by skirting memoryscapes of Nazism. In phase three, whether 

to antagonize the left or to rewrite the memoryscape, PEGIDA-München unabashedly 

traversed and centered their activities in these perpetrator landscapes to challenge the 

spatial norms of these places, their sacred status, and their exclusive use by the left. They 

reinforced this effort by incorporating one of Munich’s memories of successful protest, as 

embodied in the Reiterdenkmal, and the unapologetic visibility of Marienplatz. Thus, the 

stereoscopic contribution of PEGIDA-München to the Munich Kaiserpanorama is 

ultimately that of a normalized, dissociative memoryscape.   

Kein Schlussstrich’s Munich: Underscoring Traumatic Memoryscapes of Right Violence 

Led by a national coalition movement against the National Socialist Underground 

(NSU) and the violence it wrought across Germany, protesting bodies on the left 

appeared in cities across Germany. As the site of the national trial against this terrorist 

network, Munich became the focus of protest activity. As the trial unfolded over five 

years, protesters from near and far descended upon the courthouse time and again as a 

reminder of the public’s call for justice and adopted the slogan Kein Schlussstrich (No 

Closure Line). While multiple smaller protests occurred with regional participants, the 

focus here is on two of the larger national demonstrations at the start and close of the 

trial. The first took place on 13 April 2013, before the start of the NSU trial. According to 

the coalition, Bündnis Gegen Naziterror und Rassismus (2013a, para. 1), more than 200 

groups and initiatives joined together and 10,000 people participated in that day’s 

demonstration making it “the largest anti-racist demonstration in Munich in 20 years.” 
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The Abendzeitung München more conservatively estimated around 5,000 in attendance 

(Job, 2013). The second, which I attended along with 3,000 others according to police 

(6,000 according to organizers), took place on 11 July 2018, the verdict day for Beate 

Zschäpe, André Eminger, Holger Gerlach, Ralf Wohlleben and Carsten Schultze. Both 

demonstration routes weave past and present violence to illuminate the traumatic 

landscape beneath the city’s everyday movements and to call for institutional 

responsibility for failures to protect its citizens.         

13 April 2013: Warning of the Continued Threat of Dangers Past  

 

Figure 11. 2013 demonstration route before NSU trial began. 
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Protesters gathered at Stachus the Saturday before the anticipated start date of the 

NSU trial in 2013 to call for justice against the defendants. In a four-mile winding 

demonstration path, protesters walked west to Theresienwiese, northeast to 

Stiglmaierplatz, east to Odeonsplatz, and south to Marienplatz. In its route announcement 

before demo day, the group explained its route in relationship to “central sites” of 

significance to the demonstration (an approach Abendzeitung München also took) 

(Bündnis gegen Naziterror und Rassismus, 2013b; Job, 2013). The route thus conveys 

how the protesters regard their city and its responsibility in the NSU case. Through their 

demonstration walk, the anti-NSU protesters constructed a Munich defined by corruption, 

neo-Nazi violence, Nazi power and evil, and present-day institutional racism.  

The opening rally at Stachus included speeches by victims of far-right violence 

and chairmen of the Center for Islam in Europe and the Foreigner’s Council. The widow 

of Theodoros Boulgarides, a 41-year-old man the NSU executed on 15 June 2005 in his 

newly opened locksmith shop in Western Munich, spoke at the microphone. Esther 

Bejarano, an 88-year-old Auschwitz survivor, spoke via recording. These speeches took 

place in full sight of the Justizpalast (Palace of Justice), which during the Nazi era often 

dispensed entirely with legal and ethical obligations to defendants to hear evidence and 

statements (Weiße Rose Saal, 2018). Although the Justizpalast still functions as an active 

courthouse, it has also been the site of protests against first-generation Nazi court cases, 

and thus simultaneously evokes remembrance of Nazi power and violence. 

From the sightline of a corruptible judicial system, the protesting body moved 

toward Theresienwiese, the site of the most devastating terrorist attack in Germany since 
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the Second World War (Koehler, 2016). At the northern entrance, marked by a cross 

embedded in the sidewalk, a stele rising from its center, and a half-enclosed, rust-colored 

wall punctured and gashed, was the site of the Oktoberfest bombing. A memory of neo-

Nazi terror, the attack occurred on the night of 26 September 1980, just nine days before 

a heated federal election. As people left the Wiese, a pipe bomb set in a metal trash can 

near the entrance exploded, killing 13 and injuring 211 others. The perpetrator, killed by 

his own bomb, was Gundolf Köhler, a geology student tied to militant and extreme right 

groups (Koehler, 2016). A two-year investigation could not determine whether he acted 

alone or as part of a neo-Nazi plot. For years, the public questioned this lone wolf thesis 

and called for recognition of its neo-Nazi motivations. When authorities reopened the 

decades-long cold case in 2014, the result of new evidence as well as protests, it became 

a transmedia experience as a film, a television documentary, and an interactive web-

documentation by the Bayerischer Rundfunk (Mayer et al., 2014).   

The web-documentation provides a useful aerial image of the historic incident’s 

spatial relationships to which the demonstrators’ route can be superimposed (Figure 12). 

The image provides the position of the bomb (a), the final position of the bomber’s body 

thrown from the blast (b), and the positions of surviving eye witnesses (c-e). It also 

provides the position of the memorial (f), a version of which was added one year after the 

attack. The wall, added in 2008, increased the memorial’s visibility and provided an 

artistic rendering of the shrapnel’s destructive spatial dispersion. While the memorial has 

been the site of annual remembrance ceremonies since 1981, the Oktoberfest bombing 

has also been the subject of political contention since the attack’s second anniversary, 
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when protesters gathered for a memorial demonstration at Königsplatz to voice the failure 

of justice for its victims. The calls for justice in the historic case echo those of Kein 

Schlussstrich, and inclusion of the site in the 2013 route makes this connection spatially. 

The message is two-fold: Oktoberfest victims still deserve justice, and German justice is 

repeating its past failures by re-victimizing today’s NSU victims.  

 

Figure 12. Modified screenshot of BR’s 1980 Oktoberfest bombing web-documentation 

alongside 2013 protesters’ path. 

Like the spatial relationship between Stachus and the Justizpalast, the 

demonstration route’s connected to the Oktoberfest bombing site through proximity 

rather than direct engagement (i.e., walking adjacent to rather than through the site). 

Although proximity might normally indicate a looser relationship, the incident’s 

significance ran deep among protesters as the coalition demanded new investigations into 
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the bombing. Furthermore, in the coalition’s demo call, the Oktoberfest Memorial was 

listed as a “central site” along the demonstration route with a paragraph explaining the 

failure of justice it represented (Bündnis gegen Naziterror und Rassismus, 2013b). Just 

north of the site, the protesting body paused for an interim rally with speeches on the 

bombing that rhetorically reinforced the proximal relationship (Belltower News, 2013).   

The prosters’ emotional connection to other incidents of neo-Nazi violence finds 

further evidence with the route’s inclusion of Schillerstraße, home to another site of neo-

Nazi violence. On 7 January 1984, the neo-Nazi “Gruppe Ludwig” destroyed the 

Liverpool discotheque by arson killing one and injuring 30 others. Gruppe Ludwig, 

named for the leaflets entitled “Ludwig” often left behind at their crime scenes, was a 

German-Italian terrorist duo. Operating from 1977 to 1984, they murdered fifteen people 

in nine attacks targeting persons and buildings in Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands 

broadly tied to amusement, the red light trade, homosexuality, or illegal drugs (Koehler, 

2016). Unlike the Oktoberfest bombing, the city has largely forgotten the Liverpool 

attack, marked neither by memorial nor by annual remembrance. The protesters’ 

remembrance calls for the kind of justice only commemoration can provide.  

The next central site is the Higher Regional Court where the NSU trial would 

soon be held. Not visible from the route’s path, the group nevertheless included the 

courthouse, which stands a block away, in its written route plan (Bündnis gegen 

Naziterror und Rassismus, 2013b). Meaning making through proximity alone, without 

even the visual engagement of the first two central sites, requires participants to have a 
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strong spatial sense of the city, but the rally speeches underscored the spatial relationship, 

making direct reference to the Higher Regional Court (Belltower News, 2013). 

Turning onto Brienner Straße, the protesters walked into Munich’s past as the 

“capital of the movement,” reaching Königsplatz and the Nazi administrative district. The 

protesting body recalled with their feet Nazi injustices, such as the bombastic ceremonies 

honoring the 1923 putschists, the 1933 book burning, and the general violence they 

wrought across the city. The amorphous cluster of the protesting body lay in sharp 

contrast to Nazi military marches once held there.  

Continuing on Brienner Straße, the protesting body next passed Ludwig I’s 

equestrian statue. For protesters, the aim was the Bavarian State Ministry of the Interior, 

which to them represented the racist NSU investigation in which victims were made into 

perpetrators and their families surveilled and unduly examined. They argued that police 

prejudice impeded the investigation, much like the Oktoberfest bombing case, because 

police refused to entertain racist motives. Instead, the police pursued a theory of 

foreigner-led crime and secret drug rings. The protesters’ presence was to demand 

transparency and an end to defamation and to surveillance of victims, their families, and 

other anti-fascist and anti-racist groups (Bündnis NSU-Komplex auflösen, 2017).    

Curiously, the written route explanation ends here, adding a quick note about the 

destination, Marienplatz, but omitting Odeonsplatz. However, it is notable that the 

protesting body walked in the opposite direction of the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch. With 

every step, it was as if the participants countered the historic steps of the failed putschists 
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until the paths departed from one another at Perusastraße. The protesting body then 

continued to Marienplatz where it had a guaranteed audience for its political message.  

11 July 2018: Creating Justice Through Space  

In contrast to the more central start of the 2013 route, the 2018 route focused on 

the court house as verdict day had finally arrived for the main NSU perpetrators. The 

events consisted of a full day of speeches, readings, and performances before the evening 

demonstration walk through the city. The route (ca. 2.5 miles) began from the courthouse 

past Löwenbräukeller, south on Dachauer Straße, a loop past the Liverpool discotheque, a 

passby of the Justizpalast, and the Platz der Opfer des Nationalsozialismus, a new 

addition to the 2018 route, before ending at upper Odeaonsplatz.  

 

Figure 13. 2018 demonstration route at the conclusion of the NSU trial. 

The dominating visual of the day were the victims. At the front of the procession, 

family members held the victims’ color portraits in detailed pastels. Mounted to long 

sticks, the portraits extended from the crowd as if the victims were borrowing the bodies 
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of their loved ones to participate in the day’s demonstration and in turn to engage with 

the places on the demonstration route for themselves.  

 

Figure 14. Family members leading the procession to backdrop of Löwenbräukeller. 

With each move down the procession, the faces became increasingly abstracted. The 

second row of portraits in black-and-white block prints on linen signs were unmistakable 

likenesses, but, stripped of their color and detail, recast the victims as icons. The 

transformation to the third iteration on a long, right-facing, white banner further 

abstracted the portraits to key physical characteristics, rendering the victims as symbols 

for the cause. The transformation of individual bodies into icons and symbols is common 

practice in social movements, but the physical representation of the victims’ bodily 

transformations in a single demonstration is telling. It both reflects an awareness of social 
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movement sense making, and simultaneously testifies to the justice sought—justice for 

the victims, for their families, for their communities, and for the wider public.  

Leading the procession through Munich’s streets, the victims’ images were 

designed not only to produce a spectacle for the media circling the protesting body but 

also to amplify and to direct the relationship between the tragedies attached to the 

victims’ persons and the sites passed. Again and again victim-centered visuals layered on 

surrounding sites produced their effect. From street-level, the portraits, which stood two 

feet or more above the crowd, appeared to command the passing landscape (Figure 14). 

By dominating the visual field, the victims conquer the landscape, and in the case of the 

Löwenbräukeller, conquer a site with some Nazi ties. The resulting impression is of 

empowerment, as if in death the victims defeated an ideology that murdered them in life.  

As the protesters passed the Hauptbahnhof, the smattering of Persian and Asian 

restaurants along Dachauer Straße turned into hotels and Turkish eateries on 

Schillerstraße. Entering “Little Istanbul,” the protesters grabbed the attention of 

pedestrians and local restaurant employees. As the protesting body moved through, 

employees and sometimes guests came out to the street as if to offer their support by 

paying witness to the passing procession. In the case of one Halal restaurant, employees 

also offered baskets of free lavash bread to the protesters. The protesters found their 

community in Little Istanbul, a commonality beyond the shared culture of the inhabitants 

and the majority of the victims. This neighborhood’s firsthand experience with right-wing 

violence, much like the 2013 route, found its way into the procession when the mic truck 
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speaker referenced Gruppe Ludwig’s 1983 arson of the Liverpool diskotheque, a 

reminder that neo-Nazism, not just Nazism, has left painful marks on Munich. 

The protesting body then walked along northern Altstadt ring. On the way, it 

passed Stachus and the Justizpalast (Figure 15). Unlike resistance from the Nazi era, it 

performed its corporeal and vocal dissent in full view of the authorities and the public. 

The contrast between present and past instills both gratitude for the freedom achieved and 

disquietude for how easily unjust ideologies can rise to power. The building, much larger 

and more intimidating than the demonstration walk’s origin point, the Justizpalast loomed 

large, but the protesters eventually overtook even its monstrous facade. 

 

Figure 15. Head of the public procession to backdrop of Justiz Palast. 



 

204 

Against the Nazi legacy of the Palace of Justice, the protesters marched. Much 

like the visual produced in front of the Löwenbräukeller, the victims’ second iteration of 

portraits stand above the crowd, conquering its daunting edifice (Figure 15). Peeking 

above the portraits is the red flag of Antifa, which was founded by the KPD in the 1930s 

and fought the very fascism that ruled the Regional Court from 1933 to 1945 (Bray, 

2017). The message on the front banner of the general procession takes on particular 

significance before the Regional Court. The white and black banner reads: “NSU-

Komplex auflösen! Kein Schlussstrich” (Dissolve the NSU complex! No closure line). 

Underscored by their chant, “Nazis morden und der Staat macht mit. Der NSU war nicht 

zu dritt” (Nazis murder and the state takes part. The NSU was not [just] three), the 

protesters walked in opposition to the three individuals tried and ultimately convicted in 

the NSU case, but also against the entire system that enabled both their actions and their 

existence. Kein Schlussstrich targets the institutions and governing mechanisms that fail 

to prevent far-right violence. That message is clearest as they walked past the 

Justizpalast, which for twelve years had been the finest example of governance and 

justice working against rather than for the people.  

As the protesters turned on Brienner Straße, they passed the Platz der Opfer des 

Nationalsozialismus (Square for the Victims of National Socialism), which contains three 

memorial features: a bronze encaged eternal flame atop a T-shaped granite pillar; a 

memorial half wall to all victims; and a memorial plaque for the Sinti and Roma (Figure 

16). Although tourists sometimes refer to the area as Munich’s Holocaust memorial, it 
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refers to all victims of National Socialism, with the half wall referencing those persecuted 

for their political, racial, religious, sexual, or disabled identities.  

 

Figure 16. Side banner of victims’ portraits look upon the Memorial to the Victims of  

National Socialism.  

As the protesting body rounded the corner, the side banner of the victim’s 

symbolic portraits faced the memorial square parallel to the half wall. The messages of 

the vernacular memorial banner and the institutional half wall play off one another. The 

bronze half wall reads: “In memory of the victims of the National Socialist dictatorship.” 

The protesters’ banner undermines the finitude of this inscription with its promise: “We 

will not stop questioning.” The political entity is in the past but its ideology is not and 

therefore the list of victims continues to grow, necessitating justice and remembrance 

equally for present and past victims. Memorials built in stone and metal do not stamp out 

or contain the problems that led to the dark pasts they remember. Remembrance is 

important and necessary—the protesters call for remembrance too—but complex cultural 

problems require more than built infrastructure and the occasional remembrance 
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ceremony. Indeed no closure line in remembrance or in justice exists. As if to put a 

period on the point, a handful of protesters broke from the protesting body to place their 

signs along the memorial wall.  

The protesting body neared its destination and spread out the width of the street as 

it passed Odeonsplatz. The banner wall and the protesting body that stretched out behind 

it were framed against the Feldherrnhalle. With their backs to Odeonsplatz the protesters’ 

advanced spatial position carried a message of its own: the cause against racism and Nazi 

terror had and would prevail (Figure 17).  

 

Figure 17. Arriving at the destination, Odeonsplatz. 

The protesting body came to a full halt just between the Bavarian State Ministries 

of the Interior and of Finance and Heimat. Here many of the protesters dropped their 

banners and signs and sat in the middle of the street. The sit-in blended into the 
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concluding rally led by the mic truck in front of the equestrian monument to King 

Ludwig I. The truck’s banner, “Mehr Fragen als Antworten” (More Questions than 

Answers), referred to the many unanswered questions of the NSU trial, but poetically 

layered on Ludwig I’s statue, the banner also evoked the historic scandal and subsequent 

abdication, an example of successful protest and thus a fitting conclusion to the 

demonstration walk demanding government responsibility for enabling the NSU. 

Despite the different routes taken in 2013 and 2018, the Kein Schlussstrich 

demonstrations overlapped key sites and constructed a similar spatial narrative weaving 

themes of justice and injustice, Nazi and neo-Nazi violence, and governmental 

culpability. Both routes incorporated the Higher Regional Court of the trial and the 

Justizpalast calling for justice and warning how easily misuse of judicial power breeds 

injustice. Odeonsplatz loomed in the background of both routes as a significant site in the 

story of National Socialism’s rise and mythology, while the Liverpool diskotheque rose 

to the forefront of protesters’ attention to neo-Nazi violence. Emphasizing justice’s 

fragility and the reality of racist violence past and present, both routes incorporated the 

Interior Ministry. The protesters’ present situation mandates justice, but by featuring the 

Oktoberfest bombing site and Ludwig I’s equestrian statue, invokes memories of 

government’s failures to carry out its responsibility to the people. These demonstration 

routes presented a clear and pointed case for the necessity of justice in public life.  

Concluding Thoughts 

Urbanites do more than dwell in cities: they write them through movement in the 

course of their everyday spatial practices. They write them alongside and often against 
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the urban spaces conceived by municipalities, which are dominated by legal and civic 

narratives. No less deliberate or ideological than municipalities, tourist industries write 

yet another urban space into being through municipally approved infrastructures as well 

as through guided movements, from general to themed city tours led by trained bodies, 

physical markers, print guides or mobile apps. Protesting bodies disrupt the day-to-day 

negotiations among these three spaces, and wielding the power of an assembled 

collective, they forge highly edited versions of these spatial narratives. Sometimes the 

protesting body uses its power to obfuscate pasts illuminated by one or more of the other 

authors of urban space; other times it harnesses that power to revive pasts forgotten or 

overlooked. Institutions may in time take up these edits, but more often than not, the 

protesting body must continue to use its spatial practices to obfuscate or revive and craft 

an urban space for themselves. This capacity can be frustrating for those citizens who 

disagree with the protesting body. As the opening exchange between the Dresden tour 

guide and a group member illustrates, spatial narratives often conflict and carry real 

world consequences for how the citizen can move through her city, freely express her 

humanity, and determine her own political being through time. Thus, protesting bodies 

use place to act as remembering bodies, with far reaching consequences for other bodies 

who live, work, play, and construct their being in those places.   

Intersecting social protest and urban memoryscapes, this chapter has illuminated 

what social movement scholars have largely overlooked, namely the role of memory 

places in social protest. For those concerned with the urban, the overriding interest has 

been space, specifically equated to social rather than sociomaterial relations. However, in 
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doing so, these scholars have missed an important relationship protesters hold with 

memory through place. Place is important not only to local issue campaigns, but also to 

national, transnational, and global movements, such as PEGIDA and the Bündnis Gegen 

Naziterror und Rassismus.  

Protesters are placelings. Whether a rally fixed in place or a demonstration route 

weaving together a larger memoryscape, protest activities are emplaced and integrate 

place into the protesters’ meaning making. Point and areal narratives dominated the 

contentious political forms observed. Protesters use memory places not only to craft 

political arguments but also to forge a political being for themselves and for their city 

through time. Digital mapping is particularly suited to giving visual form to these spatial 

relationships. Comparing these maps, the fieldsites demonstrated different spatial 

tendencies with Berlin heavily favoring linear routes and Dresden and Munich 

incorporating more circular routes. These spatial forms carry significations that trace 

back to ancient myths, but the meaning that arises from these possibilities greatly 

depends on which protesting body wields the form. For instance, a circular route in the 

hands of PEGIDA may seem to be a show of dominance and entitlement to Dresden’s 

cityscape whereas others may construct narratives of inclusion and unity. The 

interpretation arrived at is certainly shaped by protesters’ semiotic bodies, but also 

greatly the result of the different places the protesters tie together via their walk.  

The historical spatial analysis of Munich examined the role of place in more 

concrete terms. Historical spatial analysis adds time to the digital map in order to trace 

the evolution of place as well as spatial relationships for various social movements within 
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a given locality. Historical spatial analysis offers a window into the developing 

palimpsests of urban memory places. With more than 170 years of data plotted, ranging 

from 1848 to 2019, the resulting maps revealed Munich’s most frequented protest areas 

over time. The place histories of these sites were woven into the spatial narratives of 

contemporary protests and historic demonstration routes intersecting meaningfully with 

present-day protesting bodies. These spatial relationships across time best illuminate the 

role of place in social movements then and now. 

 The two case studies demonstrate the protesting body’s capacity to employ the 

memoryscape in constructing a political being through time; to create a narrative to 

address their present political concerns in historical terms; and to shape a vision of the 

city’s past, present, and future. Viewed across protesting bodies, the result is a diverse 

stereoscopic construction of different Munichs. PEGIDA-München produced a Munich 

with a normalized dissociative memoryscape whereas the Bündnis Gegen Naziterror und 

Rassismus underscored a traumatic memoryscape of far-right violence and injustice. 

Protesting bodies thus wield their collective power to shift memoryscapes such that a 

single city presents many memoryscapes, each reflecting different combinations of pasts. 

Thus, memory battles find their bodies and construct local memoryscapes to meet their 

identity needs. 
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CHAPTER 5 

GUERRILLA MEMORY WARS: REMEDIATING URBAN MEMORYSCAPES 

THROUGH STREET ART 

He led us inside, beneath the harsh fluorescent lights, into the 

Aufnahmeraum [receiving room]. Lutz recounts his experience of being 

processed upon arrival to the detention center. Acting out the procedure, 

he gives dialogue to the guards who always yelled when they spoke. “Was 

hast du gemacht?!” [What did you do?!] Lutz did not answer to the 

guard’s satisfaction. “But you tried! Why didn’t you just say so?” “What 

did you write?” “Oh, you’re one of those. Well, we’ll teach you!” They 

talk down to him and intimidate him. The guard directs Lutz to undress. 

He removes his sweater and pants. The guard yells. He must remove his 

undergarments. He removes his undershirt and socks. The guard yells 

again. “This is not a sanatorium!” He removes his underwear. His face 

completely red now. Lutz is uncomfortable undressing in front of another 

man, especially one that was his enemy. He is told to bend over the 

counter. The man lifts Lutz’s left butt cheek, then the right, and then 

reaches through and grabs his genitals. The guard checks to see if he had 

hidden anything. Lutz soils himself and is made to clean it up. He receives 

a prison uniform and a pair of rubber soled shoes. In his day, the shoes 

still had laces, because the guards had assumed that the shoe laces were 

too short and would break if any of the prisoners tried to hang themselves. 

However, in time, the prisoners discovered that if they tied them together 

and around a door knob they could fall forward and suffocate themselves. 

Suicide hung in the air. 

 

Lutz Kandler (*1944), once known in this place only as 14-1, his cell and bed 

number, is now a balding grandfather of three in fitted dark jeans who occasionally 

recounts his story for tours of the Bautzner Straße Memorial in Dresden.31 Studying to be 

a mechanic, Kandler was just 17 when he and two friends, Eberhard Haaser and Klaus 

 

31 Gedenkstätte Bautzner Straße sits on the site of a converted 19th century paper mill 

that served as an underground Soviet prison from 1945 to 1953 and as a Ministry of State 

Security (MfS/Stasi) detention center and National Security Office from 1953 to 1989. 

The Stasi prison alone detained between 12,000 and 15,000 political prisoners until 1989.   
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Schumann, decided one September night in 1961 to graffiti the well-known Blue Wonder 

Bridge in Dresden. They climbed the bridge to write “Nieder mit Ulbricht” (Down with 

[Walter] Ulbricht) and “Weg mit dem Staatsrat” (Away with the State Council).32 But 

before they could get to the second statement, the onset of a heavy rain washed away the 

still wet paint of the first. They threw the paint and brushes into the Elbe and went home. 

Still feeling trapped as young men in an oppressive regime, they supplied new paint and 

planned to try again. However, before they could, the Stasi searched Haaser’s house and 

found the graffiti supplies. Haaser was taken in for questioning. Terrified, he gave up 

Kandler and Schumann’s names to the authorities. Kandler was arrested the night of the 

fourth or fifth of January 1962. He was detained for three months at Bautzner Straße 

during the investigation until the sentence fell: one year in the penitentiary (Zuchthaus) 

for anti-state hate speech and propaganda (“staatsfeindlicher Hetze und Propaganda”) for 

graffiti he never even completed. Astoundingly, Kandler and Schumann were released 

before the year was out; Haaser served two years and nine months (Lutz Kandler, 

personal communication, December 5, 2017).  

 Stories like that of Lutz speak to the politics of space and the power of 

interventionist forms, so threatening that even the attempt to graffiti anti-state sentiments 

was grounds for severe punishment in the former GDR. No longer faced against a police 

state, contemporary graffiti and the broader category of street art remain illegal in 

 

32 Walter Ulbricht was a leading German politician who helped found the Communist 

Party in Weimar Germany, was exiled from Nazi Germany, and played a pivotal role in 

establishing the GDR. He served as GDR’s head of state from 1960 to his death in 1973. 

The Staatsrat was the collective body that governed East Germany from 1960 to 1990. 
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Germany, even if variously enforced. Nevertheless, these interventionist forms have 

become a notable presence in the urban visual culture of nearly every city, big or small 

(Baeumer, 2009). Whether made of paint, paper, oil-based chalk, PVC adhesives, or 3-D 

objects, street art is inherently political even when its content is seemingly innocuous. 

Interventionist in character, street art reclaims the public in public space (Bacharach, 

2015; Bengtsen, 2013; Molnár, 2017; Wacławek, 2011). As Henri Lefebvre (2000), 

Michel de Certeau (1984), and others argue, space is not defined by experts, authorities, 

or institutions alone. Every urbanite contributes to the production of social space through 

everyday practices (de Certeau, 1984; Lefebvre, 2000). Street artists and the works they 

leave behind do so in incredibly tangible ways and often deliberately to shift 

understandings of space. Deploying different tactics, street art can question power 

systems, call for subversive action, and offer alternative narratives, thus street art as a 

disembodied form of contentious politics inserts itself into familiar mnemonic battles.  

From Berlin, mecca of graffiti and street art capital of Europe, to Munich, 

birthplace of modern German graffiti (Kästner, 2017; Kops, 2014; Landeshauptstadt 

München, 2018), to the thick palimpsests of Dresden’s Neustadt, there is no shortage of 

opportunity in Germany to study street art’s mnemonic capacity. Whereas Lutz’s story 

serves as a memory of street art, this chapter is primarily concerned with memory in 

street art and memory by street artists.33 By providing a visual survey of German street 

 

33 One could argue that Lutz’s graffiti story also illustrates memory in graffiti/street art in 

so far as the form (i.e., graffiti), tactic (i.e., subversive political messaging) and specific 

content (i.e., “Nieder mit—“) are reminiscent of similar graffiti/street art resistance in the 

Nazi era, such as the White Rose. 
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art,34 I demonstrate the mnemonic potential of street art, a gap in the existing literature. 

More specifically, I engage both the form and content of street art to understand how it 

emplaces memory and (re)mediates the past. With respect to form: How can street art 

work as a mnemonic actant in urban memoryscapes? How do its forms shape its 

contribution to memory politics? With respect to content: What memories are 

represented? How do these representations relate to hegemonic memory narratives? I 

argue that unsanctioned, interventionist works reclaim public space to push, pull, and 

play with hegemonic memory narratives. As a mnemonic actant, street art sometimes 

interacts with institutional memory sites (memory site interactant), but more often floats 

freely transforming liminal spaces into memory places (floating mnemonic actant). 

Within these formal categories exist several tactics, defined by de Certeau (1984) as 

actions of resistance deployed by the subjugated, with which street art engages memory 

on its own terms. The five most common tactics are discussed. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of the relationship between street art and social memory. 

Street Art’s Placemaking and Memoryscapes 

de Certeau (1984) may argue that all urbanites author the city as they walk, but 

graffiti writers and street artists engage in literal practices of writing and representing 

urban spaces. Despite debates regarding the degree to which location and materiality play 

into various works as well as the move of street art into museums and onto online 

 

34 Street art is an elastic concept that has been variously defined by practitioners and 

scholars (Ulmer, 2017). Herein street art is primarily defined by its unsanctioned 

character and subversive power to reclaim public space and includes diverse forms, such 

as graffiti, pasteups, stencils, stickers, etc. 
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platforms, the very term street art underscores the importance of the spaces in which this 

expression takes place. As such, it should be of little surprise that street art has largely 

been examined “as rooted, place-based practices and expressions” (Ross et al., 2017, p. 

415). Street art gains much of its significance from its public exhibition on the street if 

not directly from the materiality of its spatial context. Street art’s relationship to space 

and place are defined primarily by its capacity to forge communicative spaces, by its 

efforts to challenge hegemonies, and by its ephemeral character.    

Street artists at once respond to and shape the urban environment, changing not 

only its visual aesthetic but shaping the urban experience and constructing a city’s 

consciousness (Wacławek, 2011). While artists sometimes select the locations for their 

work for practical reasons, such as public visibility or accessibility for its production, 

they are also motivated by aesthetics, by politics, and by personal or social memories. In 

the most ideal cases, the materiality of the site dictates the artwork and becomes part of 

its meaning making (Riggle, 2010; Wacławek, 2011). Even when street art fails to meet 

this high standard of material or conceptual use of the street, it still derives meaning from 

its spatial context and from its spatially accessible exhibition. The colorful mural, the 

impressive paste up, the clever sticker—regardless of form, street art encourages the 

momentary pause of the busy urbanite. Street art can turn the city’s otherwise liminal 

spaces fallen out of use into communicative spaces, and to the extent that engagement 

with street art creates a memorable experience, street art can turn these spaces into places 

(Wacławek, 2011). While capable of functioning as “a place-making tool,” its illegal 

status shapes the choice of medium and place of diffusion (Wacławek, 2011, p. 65).  
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Street art engages people within their everyday environment and through these 

unexpected engagements, prompt people to reconsider their urban environment, including 

the meaning of public space. As Wacławek (2011, p. 73) states, “Regardless of the 

artist’s intention, producing art on the street is in itself a form of resistance to sanctioned 

imagery and the notion of public space.” Sanctioned authors of urban spaces include 

urban planners (spatial rules), municipalities (laws), and capitalist enterprises (consumer 

culture) (Wacławek, 2011). However, through their aconsensual alteration of space, street 

artists, even when not explicitly political in content, challenge the meaning of public 

space and “displace the boundary between public and private uses of space” (Baeumer, 

2009; Wacławek, 2011, p. 70). Street art, like graffiti, is “an essentially performative 

process of ‘narrative disruption’—an overlay, as it were, of countering, elaborating, 

competing and/or satirizing narrative” (Ross et al., 2017, p. 415). They offer a different 

interpretation, experience, and vision for urban space to that which is sanctioned and as a 

result are, regardless of content, acts of rebellion (Wacławek, 2011).   

By putting values on urban surfaces, street art works to define the community, but 

these works are fundamentally ephemeral in character. The exhibition context is a 

volatile one exposed as it is to the elements as well as to authorities, to passersby, and to 

other artists who may look to remove, alter, or cover existing works as well as change 

elements around a work. Thus, street art often becomes multi-authored. Neither the artists 

nor the public expect these works to endure over time. If they do, it works as a sort of 

endorsement by the community of what they value and how they define themselves. 

Overall though, street art is meant to disappear, to degrade over its lifecycle, or to vanish 
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beneath other works as the city and its values and concerns change (Wacławek, 2011). 

This ephemeral character contributes to its meaning and the urban environment as street 

art becomes “a form of participatory performance, which facilitates the personalization 

and re-articulation of the visual cityscape” (Wacławek, 2011, p. 91). Perhaps then Karl 

Scheffler (1910/2015, p. 222) was a bit too quick when in 1910 he disparaged Berlin 

alone as “a city condemned forever to becoming and never to be.” In some sense every 

city is always in a state of becoming, ever changing and dynamic.  

Much work has been done on street art’s capacity to subvert capitalist 

constructions of space (Bacharach, 2015; Carrington, 2009; Lekakis, 2017; Smith-

Anthony & Groom, 2015) or to challenge municipal constructions of space (Dickinson, 

2012; Millie, 2017; Molnár, 2017; A. Young, 2014), yet street art is rarely examined with 

a memory studies lens. As an agile, interventionist form, street art has great potential to 

engage, subvert, and challenge social memory narratives. The work that has focuses on 

murals: commemorating local heroes (Rolston & Alvarez Berastegi, 2018), 

memorializing revolution and political violence (Awad, 2017; Kitch, 2019; Rolston, 

2010; Rolston & Ospina, 2017), confronting official forgetting (A. Cortés, 2016), 

propoagating memory propaganda (Heidenry, 2014; Rolston, 2017), and reclaiming 

surfaces tied to dark pasts (Mitchell, 2018). Collectively, this research has forged an 

understanding of murals as a narrative, symbolic, and discursive medium to understand, 

process, and debate social memory and to subvert official narratives or reinforce them 

through propaganda by force. Largely missing from the literature is any consideration for 

the mnemonic potential of more abundant small-scale street art interventions. Cortés and 
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Gualteros (2011) and Myers (2008) consider some graffiti, but their foci are murals and 

iconic photos, respectively. Berg and Danker (2006) investigate the use of graffiti in 

memory pedagogy, but excise the street by discussing the form in a studio setting. 

The existing scholarship suffers from deficits on two fronts. Either it lacks in a 

representative diversity of street art forms or it lacks the memory focus. Even as 

advertisements and official memorials increasingly try to capture a street art aesthetic for 

their own purposes, the interventionist work of street artists holds a special ability to 

remake memory places. This chapter works to expand the forms of street art considered, 

and explicitly address the capacity of these forms to serve as mnemonic actants in the 

everyday urban context. This means going beyond the larger scale work of murals to 

explore the mnemonic potential of smaller everyday interventions that proliferate in 

urban environments: graffiti, paste ups, posters, stickers, small sculptures, etc. The scale 

at which these forms operate make them no less significant in the urban landscape, and 

may exemplify vernacular memory at its best, that is without institutional backing.   

Street Art’s Mnemonic Spatialities 

Street art generally takes one of two distinct spatial relationships to the larger 

urban memoryscape. As a memory site interactant, street art appears near institutional 

memory sites to dialogue with or challenge existing representations. As a floating 

mnemonic actant, street art goes beyond the institutional memoryscape into the city’s 

forgotten and overlooked spaces. Street art as a floating mnemonic actant wields the 

power to turn the city’s liminal spaces into memory places. That is, through its 
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interventionist engagement with material space, street art reshapes existing social 

memories anchored to place as well as anchor new social memories.  

Street Art as Memory Site Interactant 

Beyond official memorials adopting a street art asthetic, street art proper emerges 

in its interventionist form as a memory site interactant. Often smaller in scale, these 

works engage memory politics powerfully through their spatial proximity to memory 

sites. Given the protected status of memory sites, street art’s direct engagement may be 

limited. Stern words appear via signs, placards, and, at least in one case, somewhat 

ironically, via stickers warning of legal prosecution against any person caught graffiti 

writing or otherwise defacing memory sites (Figure 18). As a result, street art gravitates 

to the borders of memory sites. The intended meaning need not even be directed at 

memory, but the openness of the text and its relationship to other nearby objects and 

places can take on mnemonic meanings above and beyond what the street artist may have 

intended. I will unpack this relationship with two examples of memory site interactants 

working at the boundaries and one that makes direct engagement with a memory site.  

 

Figure 18. Anti-graffiti warning in sticker form on the Siegessäule, Berlin. 
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The first example is a stenciled body outline part of the guerilla campaign 

#TakeTheExit (Figure 19). The campaign, which encouraged people to leave bad startup 

workplaces, used various street art forms and aroused much curiosity and controversy in 

Berlin. The campaign consisted of stenciled works, including computer keyboard themed 

pavement stencils (e.g., “CTRL+Q #TakeTheExit”) and colorful, cartoonish posters with 

contemporary “math problems” (e.g., “Math problem: Claire works in a tech venture. 8 

out of 10 ventures fail within 3 years. 9 out of 10 eventually. What are Claire’s career 

prospects? #TakeTheExit”). The campaign was later linked to the software company 

METRO-NOM, which sought programmers. METRO-NOM later apologized for the 

campaign and its impact on German startups. However, the body outline stencils along 

the former Berlin Wall went beyond the campaign and crossed into memory.   

   

Figure 19. #TakeTheExit body outline stencil beneath the Conrad Schumann memorial, 

Brunnenstraße 47, Berlin. 
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One such body outline stencil was placed beneath the “Mauerspringer” (The Wall 

Jumper) memorial sculpture of Conrad Schumann, the 19-year-old East German border 

guard who defected to West Germany (Figure 19). Schumann jumped the wall on the 

third day of the wall’s construction in 1961 when that portion was still only a single coil 

of concertina wire. Located at Brunnenstraße 47, the stencil and memorial sculpture are 

around the corner from the Berlin Wall Memorial strip on Bernauer Straße where the 

iconic image of Schumann making his escape (taken by West German photographer Peter 

Leibing) is displayed in large-scale format on a building facade as part of the Berlin Wall 

Memorial. The memorial sculpture (by Florian and Michael Brauer and Edward Anders) 

was originally erected near the historic site of Schumann’s jump at Bernauer Straße and 

Ruppiner Straße before moving two blocks to its current location.  

The outline resembles Schumann in some respects, most notably the similar 

curvature of the distinctive East German M-56 steel helmet and positioning of the limbs. 

Yet there are also notable differences. Rather than soldiers’ boots, the outline suggests a 

much shorter topline like that of a dress shoe. Rather than the Soviet PPSh-41 

submachine gun, the outline presents a briefcase and a mobile device by the body’s sides. 

Read only within the frame of the #TakeTheExit campaign, the body outline suggests a 

business person who failed to get out of a toxic workplace in time. Thus, it serves as a 

warning to exit while one still can. Schumann of course did take the exit. Read 

historically in relation to Schumann, the body outline works as an alternative timeline, a 

vision of Schumann’s death had he not “taken the exit” from the GDR in those early days 
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of the Berlin Wall. Thus, the stencil produces mnemonic meaning through its spatial 

proximity to and interaction with the memorial.  

The second example bends time with a current political issue drawing on Nazi 

memory and an 18th century memory of tolerance. On a rainy afternoon, the neon yellow 

of the Nazifreie Zone sticker caught my eye across from Gendarmenmarkt (Figure 20).  

A declaration of a Nazi-free zone, the sticker is a direct effort to define the values and 

identity of the space of its exhibition. With a quartet of icons representing a collective, a 

masked figure, a burning dumpster, and the Antifaschistische Aktion, the oblong sticker 

calls for people to “Naziaufmärsche zum Desaster machen!” (Make Nazi marches a 

disaster!). That is, to counter right-wing movements in the city, identified in historic 

terms as Nazis, with aggressive means. The sticker, encountered elsewhere in Berlin 

(e.g., Checkpoint Charlie) and Dresden (e.g., Albertplatz), takes on additional mnemonic 

meaning at this site as a memory site interactant.  

 

Figure 20. “Nazifreiezone” sticker across from Gendarmenmarkt, Berlin. 
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Through the historic architecture of the Französischer and Deutscher Dom, 

cathedrals in name only, Gendarmenmarkt speaks to Berlin’s long history of great 

tolerance. After Louis XIV’s persecution of Protestantism became law in 1685 and the 

reformed Protestant church Temple of Charenton-Saint-Maurice near Paris destroyed, 

many French Huguenots fled and settled in Dorotheenstadt and Friedrichstadt, suburbs 

later incorporated into Berlin. The Brandenburg Elector Friedrich Wilhelm (1620–1688), 

a Protestant, used the Edict of Potsdam to encourage and welcome Huguenot emigration 

as they were diligent, hardworking, and industrious craftsman and tradesman who could 

fulfill Brandenburg-Prussia’s economic needs. Berlin became and would remain an 

immigrant city (Taylor, 2008). These religious refugees built the French Church of 

Friedrichstadt, based on the destroyed Temple of Charenton, between 1701 and 1705. 

Magnificent Baroque domes were added to the French Calvinist and German Lutheran 

churches by Friedrich II (Frederick the Great, 1740–1786) between 1780 to 1789, which 

were renovated in a neo-Baroque style on its bicentenary in 1905. Destroyed in 1944, 

what currently stands on the site is a reconstruction built in 1978. 

In this space of tolerance, the aggressive stance of the Nazi Free-Zone sticker 

(i.e., advocating dumpster fires and general chaos) appears to counter the memories of 

this place. However, it is precisely through this contrast that the sticker becomes 

reminiscent of Karl Popper’s “paradox of tolerance” penned in 1945 (Popper, 1945/2013, 

p. 581). Essentially, Popper (1945/2013) argues that tolerance of intolerance will lead to 

the destruction of the tolerant and any hope of a tolerant society. The assertion recalls 

German history and the German people’s tolerance for the intolerance of the Nazi 
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movement and later government. Steeped this place’s memories of tolerance, the sticker 

demonstrates the limits of that tolerance, that is, it does not extend to groups or ideas that 

deny others’ rights or the immigrant foundation that has constituted Berlin.   

Although I noted above that memory site interactants tend toward site borders 

because of the protected status and steep penalties of defacing memory sites, one notable 

exception is the East Side Gallery. In just a few hours at the site, I observed no fewer than 

five incidents of people taking their writing utensil of choice to the wall in broad daylight 

despite signs posted periodically along the wall forbidding such behavior (Figure 21). 

Many of these signs, which state the prohibition in German and English, were themselves 

covered in tags and other markings. The ineffectiveness of prohibition signs at the East 

Side Gallery have been a persistent problem with the original (since twice-restored) 

murals being regularly defaced with tags, inscriptions, and stickers by graffiti writers, 

street artists, and eager tourists wanting to leave their own mark on a Berlin icon. The 

ineffectiveness is likely in great part because the site itself is a memory of an 

interventionist form thus inspiring the same in its visitors. With cleaning and restoration 

costs reaching into the millions, the problem prompted municipal action in the form of a 

temporary chain link fence after the restoration effort in 2015 to protect the Wall from 

further defacement and from wall peckers looking for a souvenir (Hauer, 2015). The 

irony of a fence designed to protect a wall did nothing to prevent talks turning again to a 

fencing solution in 2017, but this time as a permanent solution (Flatau, 2017). Such a 

fence still has yet to be erected.  
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Figure 21. Tourists inscribing the wall meters away from a sign prohibiting this behavior, 

East Side Gallery, Berlin. 

The overwhelming majority of interventionist forms at the East Side Gallery are 

tags (e.g., names alone or with dates, statements of presence, or relationship 

declarations), hashtags and social campaigns, and short messages varying widely in tone 

(e.g., humorous, inspirational, political). Some of these statements use the memory of the 

Wall to comment on current politics, such as the graffiti atop Ines Bayer’s mural entitled 

“Es gilt viele Mauern abzubauen” (It is necessary to break down many walls). With the 

simple and direct phrases of “Fuck Donald Trump” and “Mexiko is the shit” (i.e. Mexico 

is the greatest), the graffiti uses the backdrop of the Berlin Wall with its rich memory of 

brutal and ultimately ineffective division to criticize the American President’s obsession 

with building a southern border wall (Figure 22). 
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Figure 22. Anti-Trump graffiti atop Ines Bayer’s “Es gilt viele Mauern abzubauen” 

mural, East Side Gallery, Berlin. 

In addition to the many textual forms, a few figurative works, usually in the form 

of paste ups or stencils, also found their way to the wall. For example, I found a stenciled 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) by Marycula on the backside of the East Side Gallery (Figure 

23). Dressed in a black suit and white t-shirt, Marx totes a bag and reaches into one of 

Berlin’s distinctive orange trash receptacles. It is a familiar scene in Berlin, a city that 

remains as poor as it is sexy (Chris [Sandeman’s tour guide], personal communication, 

May 20, 2018). Poor citizens move from bin to bin in search of Pfand (deposit) 

recyclables thrown away by tourists. So common is the practice that a tour guide 

suggested that all bottles be placed beneath these receptacles rather than in them to spare 

these individuals the trouble and indignity of rifling through the trash (Chris [Sandeman 

tour guide], personal communication, May 20, 2018). When I saw it, Marx’s suit had 

been scuffed up below the knee further enhancing this interpretation of a poor man 

Marx—who, unlike his friend Friedrich Engels, historically speaking had plenty of 
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money problems of his own (Klinger et al., 2015). Versions of this Marx can be found 

elsewhere in Berlin, including on the temporary legal wall in front of the Rotes Rathaus 

(Berlin’s city hall), which in the absence of a speech bubble sports a message t-shirt that 

reads “I TOLD YOU HOW TO CHANGE THE WORLD.” But as a memory site 

interactant, the stenciled Marx on the East Side Gallery most directly engages GDR 

memory and exemplifies the discursive evolution of interventionist street art.   

  

 

Figure 23. Marycula’s Karl Marx, backside of East Side Gallery: time of completion 

(street artist post, 28 August 2017), later “edits” during fieldwork (5 February 2018), and 

post fieldwork (tourist post, 28 February 2019). 
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From the beginning the GDR was a one-party socialist republic led by the SED. 

The founding principles of the state saturated every manner of social life with a Marxist-

Leninist ideology. Across East Germany, streets, squares, and memorials were erected in 

Marx’s honor. In one case, an entire city was renamed; Chemnitz became Karl-Marx-

Stadt in 1953 and only reverted to its original name after the fall of the GDR in 1990. The 

presence of Marx at a GDR memory site could thus work towards nostalgia—Ostalgie, a 

nostalgia for an East German way of life, still being a notable phenomenon. However, it 

could also work as critique, the more likely given the Berlin Wall’s traumatic memories.  

Representing Marx as a poor man in the contemporary context may convey a 

sense of longing for the former East German state, in which the stenciled Marx would be 

guaranteed a job and basic standard of living. As intertwined as Marxism had become 

with the socio-political culture of the GDR, Marycula uses Marx to critique the GDR 

while upholding Marxism itself as an ideal due to the textual anchor of Marx’s speech 

bubble: “The word ‘socialism’ was used by totalitarian systems to deceive people.” The 

text leads us not to mourn the state of Marx in the contemporary context and long for a 

return to East Germany, but rather to blame the GDR for its bastardized version of 

Marxism, a socialism only in appearance, a socialism that shrouded a totalitarian system. 

In doing so, the GDR prevented the realization of Marx and a genuine socialist state 

leaving the historic figure a pauper in the contemporary German context. Thus, Marycula 

uses one of the central historical figures the GDR took as their inspiration to 

simultaneously critique the GDR and rescue the legacy of Karl Marx. 



 

229 

Marycula’s Karl Marx also demonstrates the transformation and collective 

authorship of street art over time, a quality not evident in street art as memorial. The first 

image, an Instagram post by the street artist, documents stencil Marx at his completion in 

August 2017 as a crisp stencil among a few tags. At a year and a half (February 2018), 

stencil Marx appears a little worn with edits to his person—notably an attempt to etch his 

forehead with “idiot”—and edits made in pencil to his speech bubble. “Was” became “is” 

and “socialism” was scratched out and replaced with “capitalism” to read: “The word 

‘capitalism’ is used by totalitarian systems to deceive people.” Someone then added 

“Making Amerikka Great Again / +” to “capitalism,” which was at one point also 

scratched out to leave the Trump slogan (borrowed from Ronald Reagan) alone as a 

phrase of deception. Another year later, as captured and posted on Instagram by a tourist 

in February 2019, these pencil edits had faded to a shadow trace. Stencil Marx, seemingly 

retouched, again held his original message but also layers of graffiti on his person, 

including a portrait of Marx seemingly rendered a capitalist sporting a Nike baseball cap. 

As stencil Marx transformed, so too did the wall around him. A Mexican stencil tied to a 

human rights campaign appeared to his left as multilingual graffiti (mostly French, 

German, English) and a litany of tourist tags crowded around him. Thus his reading 

changed also in relation to the surrounding street art in the assemblage.  

Street art as memory site interactant demonstrates the powerful meaning making 

of street art exhibited on or near memory sites. Stencil Marx, in particular, exemplifies 

the discursive character of vernacular street art that street art as memorial often lack. Not 

only are works interpreted in ways that may go well beyond the artist’s intentions, but 
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later edits change the artwork itself and thus its relationship to the past. Whether offering 

tweaks or altogether different interpretations, it is this interactive aspect that fully realizes 

street art’s capacity to dialogue with a memory site and to engage in memory politics. 

Street art as memory site interactant enables publics to co-author narratives of the past, 

collective identities, understandings of space, and definitions of place.   

Street Art as Floating Mnemonic Actant 

More often, street art works as a floating mnemonic actant—turning seemingly 

insignificant, transitory spaces into memory places. These require neither the funds of 

memorials nor run the same risks of street art as memory site interactant. The floating 

mnemonic actant produces an unexpected memory encounter in everyday spaces. These 

encounters, usually prompted by smaller street art forms (e.g., stickers, small paste ups, 

miniature sculptures), are often just a momentary pause in the landscape; however, they 

may nevertheless trigger the past in meaningful ways either because of the material used 

or more often the content represented. The following provides two examples of how 

floating mnemonic actants transform liminal spaces into memory places.  

Located on Sebnitzer Straße in Dresden Neustadt, the bright yellow paste up, 

yellowed by time as well as paint, is far removed from any defined memory site and yet 

its presence transforms this liminal space near a glass recycling container into a memory 

place (Figure 24). Sebnitzer Straße, as with most of Neustadt, offers hardly more than a 

few meters of untouched wall before a tag or a stencil appears. Discovered during one of 

my street art hunts on Instagram, schiikaa’s paste up series, his first after working with 

postal stickers, caught my attention for the material it uses. Budding street artists often 
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begin with everyday materials for their first paste ups, including newspapers, because 

they are readily accessible and easily recycled. But the newspapers schiikaa uses are not 

merely yesterday’s news.  

 

Figure 24. Instagram capture of schiikaa’s stenciled GDR newspaper paste up, Sebnitzer 

Straße, Dresden. 

Beneath the stenciled man drinking coffee, a portrait of his friend, the newsprint 

peaks through with references to entities that no longer exist, e.g., “DDR” (GDR) and 

“Palast der Republik” (Palace of the Republic, former GDR parliament from 1976 to 

1990 located in Berlin and promptly torn down after unification). In another work with 

the same stencil, the top fold of the front page identifies the source: the Freie Presse, a 

regional daily newspaper founded in 1963 and based in Karl-Marx-Stadt (today 

Chemnitz). From its founding, the Freie Presse worked as an organ of the SED 

leadership in the city and it garnered one of the strongest circulations of any regional 
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daily in the GDR (Chemnitzer Verlag und Druck GmbH & Co. KG, 2012). The 

mnemonic function of this medium so steeped in GDR memory is amplified through its 

placement above a playful ape stencil calling for passersby to “Remember your ROOTS” 

(anonymous). Whereas the ape stencil may be read as a playful call for unity through a 

deep memory of humankind’s development (i.e., regardless of socio-cultural or political 

differences, all humankind derived from apes), schiikaa’s paste up appears as a local 

response to this call that nonetheless attests to the significance of different cultural 

experiences. That is, through the use of the GDR newsprints and the hyperlocal self-

identification as the #NEUSTADTKIND (Neustadt Kid, an identity rooted to this specific 

district of Dresden), schiikaa brings those roots to the surface and thus together with the 

ape stencil forges a memory wall from an otherwise liminal space. 

Curious about schiikaa’s experience, I contacted him via Facebook to ask about 

his choice of medium, the paste up’s relationship to the ROOTS stencil, and his 

memories of the GDR. At first, his motivations for using the old GDR newspapers were 

practical. Like most East German families, his family had a tendency to stockpile things 

just in case a future need would present itself. The newspapers were stacked in his 

family’s attic collecting dust. Convenient, accessible and free, schiikaa refers to his use of 

the newspapers as a form of upcycling. The explicit intention behind the stenciled paste 

up and its exhibition on Sebnitzer Straße had little to do with memory. schiikaa told me 

that he created the stencil portrait of his friend as a way of thanking him for his help 

photographing some of his earlier sticker work. Some of his friends had commented how 

the portrait looked like an ape because of the coffee cup, so when he came across the 
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ROOTS stencil, he felt compelled to post his work and draw the comparison himself. On 

the surface then, schiikaa’s work has little to do with memory as I interpreted; however, 

through our conversation the GDR past emerged as a personal struggle.  

Born in 1990 to an East German mother and immigrant (Einwanderer) father, 

schiikaa did not live through the GDR; however, the memories of this era hung over his 

family, and he still sometimes asks himself how that system could have existed and how 

it worked. As close as he was historically to that era without actually being part of it, the 

GDR always felt distant and a source of intercultural conflict with his parents. Born at the 

time of the former East German regime’s collapse, as he wrote in a Facebook chat to me 

on 25 February 2019 (translated from German):  

Sometimes it feels to me, as if I’m the reason why the GDR no longer 

exists :-D [.] In addition, my parents were already very old when they got 

me, which makes it all the harder for me to gain a foothold in our present 

time, as there is a lot of conflict and one often ignores my more modern 

views and I was made to feel scared of so many things in life. Another 

family member also deals professionally with Stasi files. So[,] most of the 

table conversations even today still revolve around the GDR and I’m 

seemingly superfluous. 

 

Maybe that’s why I’m compensating for a lot with street art, which is 

sometimes in the legal gray area and was certainly punished more harshly 

in GDR times than it is today. Also, because I still feel the opinion 

dictatorship in the family today and therefore want to work all the more 

creatively to show myself ‘I am not like you[;] nowadays this is all 

possible.’ Maybe at some point my family will take an interest in my 

hobby and see that I’ve at least used their old newspapers to make a 

connection with you. :-) (schiikaa, personal communication, February 25, 

2019)      

 

Thus, in this way, schiikaa uses street art to create a space for his own expression and 

specifically the old GDR newsprint not to lay claim to that era, but to distinguish himself 

from it. In true palimpsest fashion, he paints over the old newsprint to depart from the 
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past it represents and to forge his own meaning in his contemporary post-GDR context. 

Memory then was not as unrelated to schiikaa’s work than his explicitly non-mnemonic 

motivations might have indicated.  

 

Figure 25. FCK/NZS sticker, Osnabrück. 

Without fail, from Stuttgart to Berlin, from Bremen to Munich, from Bonn to 

Dresden, one visual appeared in every landscape thereby exemplifying the ultimate 

floating mnemonic actant. The bold, white sans-serif font jumped from its black 

background contained only by the red bar capping and underlining its stacked 

characters—FCK NZS (i.e., Fuck Nazis) (Figure 25). Stenciled here, graffitied there, and 

often on signs and apparel during protests, its most ubiquitous form was the sticker. 

Stickers are the most common street art form found in historical districts, which generally 

include stricter legal protections and fewer liminal spaces for larger works. Quickly and 

discreetly placed, stickers lend themselves to the practice of bombing, distributing the 

same visual to as many locations in an area as possible (Walde, 2007). Requiring little 

space, a lamp post, a trash can, or the back of a sign will do. Rarely cleaned, these 

surfaces increase the odds that the sticker reaches its full lifespan, and as such, become 

magnets for stickers of all varieties (Walde, 2007). 
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Despite its simple design, at least two pasts collide in this 74mm square adhesive. 

Textually, Nazi memory arises in an ahistorical political shorthand typical of the present 

cultural moment. Visually, it pulls from two pasts. The first is through the typeface used. 

Designed in 1902 and finally issued in 1905, Franklin Gothic was created for the 

American Type Founders by Morris Fuller Benton, who was likely influenced by the 

popular sans-serif Akzidenz Grotesk typeface designed in 1898 by the Berthold foundry 

in Berlin (Garfield, 2011; Lawson, 1990). The “most enduring modern American font,” 

Franklin Gothic achieved great popularity in Europe, especially in England and Germany 

and spread widely in book publishing, print journalism, and advertising for its bold, 

uniform style (Garfield, 2011, p. 200; Lawson, 1990).  

The particular arrangement of the Franklin Gothic Heavy typeface, that is stacked 

sets of three letters, on a black background and red border line at the head and foot call 

back to an early hip-hop memory. In 1986, this visual was created for the Run-DMC 

album cover for the group’s single “My Adidas,” in which RUN/DMC were stacked at 

the center. Reworking the RUN/DMC format could advocate Run-DMC’s authentic, 

positive brand of hip-hop as a means with which to fight the far-right. That is, battling the 

destructive far-right with constructive culture. After all, as Putnam and Littlejohn (2007) 

note, hip hop as a multi-ethnic artform and culture appears to be the very antithesis of 

right-wing ideology. Or read more narrowly, using the RUN/DMC visual for a FCK/NZS 

message calls for German hip-hop to reclaim the music and culture from the far-right, 

which has since the 2000s worked to commandeer the genre for its own xenophobic 

nationalism (Putnam & Littlejohn, 2007), in much the way Run-DMC reclaimed hip-hop 
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from destructive stereotypes and inauthentic pop distortions of hip-hop culture. Having 

bombed cities throughout Germany, the FCK/NZS stickers introduced its unique blend of 

Nazi and 1980s hip-hop memories.  

Street Art’s Mnemonic Push, Pull, and Play 

 The mnemonic content of street art extends in time and space. For instance, the 

earliest reference I encountered in the field played on the imagery of the Moriskentänzer 

(Morris dancers), pantomime performers of the 15th/16th century believed to be based on 

an earlier Moorish dance from 12th century Africa. These diverse representations, taken 

from different historical eras and localities, epitomize what Astrid Erll (2011b, p. 4) calls 

“traveling memory.” But, whether local or distant, to what end does street art represent 

the past? This section more closely examines street art’s content to identify the 

mnemonic tactics at play. The following moves through the five most common 

mnemonic tactics encountered in the field: commemorating anniversaries, drawing 

historical analogies, time-shifting historical figures, returning to a better time, and 

crafting nascent memories. Although familiar and by no means exclusive to street art, in 

the street artist’s hands, these forms push, pull, and play with conventional remembrance.  

Commemorating Anniversaries 

  The first mnemonic action street art performs is common in public performance 

and journalism, namely commemorating anniversaries (Figure 26). Zerubavel (1985, p. 

xii) argues that social life is structured and disciplined by a “sociotemporal order” 

(emphasis original), that is an arbitrary social construction of time built on conventions. 

The constructedness of time means that people develop a “sociomental typography of the 
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past” (Zerubavel, 2003, p. 2). Calendars are one of the primary tools by which collectives 

are temporally synched with one another and anniversaries are among those “highly 

memorable sacred peaks sporadically protruding” from that calendar of otherwise 

“unmarked, profane time” (Zerubavel, 2003, p. 31). Performed officially and unofficially 

in public space or in media, the act of commemorating anniversaries is a common part of 

social life and a recurring reminder to engage the past. Therefore, it is unsurprising that 

vernacular actors, subject to the same “sociotemporal order” of the calendar, would 

integrate anniversary commemoration in their work.  

   

Figure 26. Commemorative stickers: October Revolution, Mühlendamm, Berlin; 200 

years Karl Marx, Möserstraße, Osnabrück; 50 years 1968, Dorotheenstraße, Berlin. 

The three street art anniversary commemorations above hang together in that they 

adopt the same form (i.e., stickers), are authored by political groups, and exhibit content 

of a revolutionary theme. The 100th anniversary of the October Revolution, 200th 

anniversary Karl Marx, and 50th anniversary of 1968 all exhibit traveling memories, that 

is, a Soviet memory with global impact, a German memory with global impact, and a 

global memory with an American face, respectively. Whether working as a public post 
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reminding of an upcoming anniversary or a lingering trace of an anniversary passed, 

street art brings anniversaries into public space in the absence of a body. Placed as part of 

a sticker bombing strategy rather than an engagement with specific sites, the three 

examples use anniversary commemoration as an impetus for political action.  

For example, the first sticker marks the 100th anniversary of the October 

Revolution, a socialist uprising in the Soviet Union led by Vladimir Lenin (pictured) and 

the Bolshevik Party in 1917. Although the sticker provides neither the name of the group 

behind its production and distribution nor a web address, a quick search of the sticker’s 

motto “Revolution statt Krieg” (“Revolution not war”) pointed to a group that refers to 

itself as Die Himmlischen Vier (The Heavenly Four). On the group website, three things 

are of particular note. First, the group is devoted to Soviet-style socialism and considers 

itself, translated from the German, “an international unit of action [...] from the FRG and 

the annexed GDR” (Die Himmlischen Vier, 2017, para. 1). They call for a revolution to 

revive the Communist Party and associate themselves with the Freie Deutsche Jugend, a 

now illegal GDR youth organization. Second, they consider the Soviets to have been 

liberators enabling an anti-fascist revolution in Germany and declare the communist 

figures Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin, and Mao Zedong to 

be their intellectual progenitors. Third, they explicitly take the October Revolution out of 

the past and into the present: 

The October Revolution is not a matter of the past, but of the current 

struggle for the dictatorship of the proletariat. The October Revolution 

was and is not a question of words, but of actions. The October Revolution 

is no occasion for remembrance, but guidance, especially for overcoming 

mistakes. (Die Himmlischen Vier, 2017, para. 1) 
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Thus, commemoration is not just for memory’s sake but a call to arms to bring about 

political change. The stickers were an impetus to processions held in Hamburg (Oct. 29–

31), Bremen (Nov. 1–2), and Berlin (Nov. 5–7), which included military vehicles, floats 

made to look like battleships, and parade participants dressed in Soviet military gear.     

The Marx and 1968 anniversary stickers similarly call for political action. Marx 

offers an inspirational quote that to be radical is to grab things by the root, whereas the 

American activist Angela Davis offers a vision of feminism that is also anti-racism.35 

These are designed by Die Linke. SDS (The Left. Socialist Democratic Students League), 

a left-wing student group founded in 2007 to counter the growing right in Germany and 

in Europe. With connectivity in mind, these stickers, unlike the first, provide the group’s 

web address demonstrating better organization. Although calling on two very different 

memories, Die Linke. SDS uses the idea of revolution these memories inspire to the same 

end, namely to call for a political shift and an alternative to neoliberal capitalism. In the 

case of 200 years Marx, Die Linke. SDS’s linked website commends his careful analysis 

 

35 The choice of Angela Davis, an American activist, as the face of 1968 for a German 

political organization may appear to be an unusual choice, especially over and above 

prominent faces of the German student movement, such as Rudi Dutschke, arguably the 

most important member of the Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund (Socialist German 

Student League, not to be confused with The Left. Socialist Democratic Student League 

above). However, Angela Davis, a Marxist feminist who led the Communist Party USA 

in the 1960s and a vocal activist against the U.S. presence in Vietnam, has a history with 

the GDR. Ideologically compatible, the GDR praised Davis and initiated a carefully 

scripted “state-sponsored solidarity program” after her arrest in 1960 for alleged 

accessory to an attempted prison escape (Hagen, 2015, p. 157). The GDR used her image 

to “strike a blow against American proto-fascism while criticizing the West German-U.S. 

alliance and shoring up East Germany’s anti-fascist credentials” (Hagen, 2015, p. 159). 

Studying in Frankfurt under Herbert Marcuse, Davis had worked with the SDS 

participating in some of its anti-Vietnam protests.  
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of the emancipatory movements of his time and explicitly asks, How can we make 

Marxian categories useful today?36 Likewise, the 1968 anniversary is held as a model to 

which to aspire and actively bring back in 2018 as the website call reads, On a new 68!37 

With the motto, “Geschichte wird gemacht” (History is made), Die Linke. SDS held a 

congress on themes of 1968 from 7–9 December 2018 bringing together international and 

high-profile activists, academics, politicians, and cultural figures.  

Taken together, the street art anniversary commemorations call for memory in the 

name of political aciton. Focusing on a single historical face, these stickers reduce 

massive movements that unfold over time to symbolic figures. Not only is this not 

uncommon for commemoration in other media, but it is also a common strategy for 

political stickers, which must reduce content into easily digestible visuals and messages. 

Like performative commemoration, these stickers spark commemorative action through 

spatial presence; however, stickers do so in the absence of a body by marking space 

directly. Furthermore, they linger in space, and perhaps through this extension of the 

anniversary, the stickers challenge the notion of anniversaries. Remembrance is not for a 

specific moment alone but should be lived beyond the anniversary itself. 

Drawing Historical Analogies 

Street artists also engage in the common practice of drawing historical analogies. 

As with other media, historical analogies are perhaps the most explicit in their use of the 

 

36 “Wie können wir die Marx’schen Kategorien für heute nutzbar machen?”  

37 “Auf ein neues 68!” 
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past for present needs. They draw a direct comparison to understand the present through 

terms and/or visuals of the past. A useful shorthand under some circumstances, historical 

analogies nevertheless often rely on superficial and potentially unproductive if not 

dangerous equivalences, because they often overlook differences in context, 

circumstance, character, or consequence in an effort to stress the likeness between events, 

groups, or persons of the past and the present. Thus, they tend to leave both past and 

present devoid of important characteristics that would otherwise help people understand 

their nuance. But groups take this risk because these comparisons can be incredibly 

powerful and once solidified damning obstacles for opponents to overcome. This 

category of content overwhelmingly framed and critiqued emerging political movements 

and groups, especially on the right in terms of Germany’s National Socialist past.  

   

Figure 27. Historical analogies: Anti-AfD sticker, Potsdamer Platz, Berlin; Anti-IBD 

sticker, Augustenstraße 21, Munich; Anti-Pegida stencil graffiti, Neustadt, Dresden. 

Created by a loose association of groups under the banner “Aufstehen gegen 

Rassismus” (Stand Up Against Racism), the first sticker establishes the rising right-wing 

AfD party in Nazi terms (Figure 27). The sticker depicts Björn Höcke, the chairman of 

the AfD in the state of Thuringia, in a gesture reminiscent of a Hitler salute. Taken from 



 

242 

an actual photo of Höcke at a rally in Erfurt on 18 May 2016 against a proposal to build a 

mosque, the image may be familiar to some as the subject of a lawsuit between Höcke 

and taz, which originally published it under the headline “Hitlergruß im Abendland” 

(Hitler Salute in the Occident). Höcke denied giving a Hitler salute, a criminal offense 

punishable up to three years in prison under the German Criminal Code §86a. Although 

the editors later changed the headline to “Höcke nimmt Maß” (Höcke takes Measure), 

Höcke still sought an injunction and brought a suit against taz for injury to his personal 

reputation.38 The verdict in Höcke v taz was mixed as the judge ruled against the use of 

the original headline but found that the image itself was permissible (Deutsche Presse-

Agentur, 2016). Höcke continues to be a controversial personality. In 2019, the Federal 

Office for the Protection of the Constitution officially declared the AfD as a suspected 

case of extremism in great part because of Höcke’s wing in the AfD. His name appeared 

608 times in the classified report and 50 of its 436 pages were devoted to Höcke alone 

(Pinkert et al., 2019). Höcke has made comments normalizing Hitler, criticizing 

Germany’s commemoration culture, and inciting hatred toward foreigners and racial 

minorities (Deutsche Welle, 2017; Pinkert et al., 2019). In this sticker, Aufstehen gegen 

Rassismus declares “NIE WIEDER!/Keine Bühne der AFD” (NEVER AGAIN!/No stage 

for AFD) aligning AfD with past right-wing groups, especially the Nazis, and warning 

the public of the ideological trap that ensnared past Germans. The group’s other stickers 

 

38 Höcke also brought suit against Thuringia’s Prime Minister Bodo Ramelow (Die 

Linke), who retweeted the story with a tweet that read “#AfD mobilisiert gegen geplante 

Moschee: #Hitlergruß im #Abendland #noafd #höcke #erfurt” (Debes, June 8, 2016). 
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declare there is “Kein Platz für Nazis” (No place for Nazis), and some are specifically 

designed to sticker over right-wing stickers (“Nazi-Sticker-Überkleber”). 

The other two examples rely on textual rather than visual analogy. The second 

sticker refers to the IBD as the “Nazi-Hipster” and adopts a visual of resistance, a fist 

punching the group’s symbol. The group’s yellow Lambda supposedly recalls the 

Übermenschen Spartan soldiers who withstood foreign forces at the Battle of 

Thermopylae thereby saving Western culture (Weiß, 2013). The stencil graffiti makes its 

analogy by declaring “Pegida is so 1933.” 1933, of course, here referring to the year that 

Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany and quickly dismantled German democracy 

and civil liberties. Immediately after Hitler’s seizure of power, the Nazis banned all non-

Nazi political parties, began widespread boycotts of Jewish businesses, encouraged 

university students and far-right professors to hold book burnings, and completed the first 

official concentration camp, Dachau. Thus, 1933 signifies the beginning of Germany’s 

descent into an era marked by a strong-arm dictator who would lead the country to 

commit crimes against humanity.  

Again, historical analogies are invoked for political aims. Although they need not 

always be as negative as these examples, stating the present in terms of the past works to 

solidify an interpretation of something still in development. Here, the historical analogy 

frames the right-wing movements of today as similar in character and therefore potential 

consequence as that most infamous of right-wing movements of the past, National 

Socialism. The short hand can be problematic in oversimplifying both past and present to 

support the comparison, but it remains a powerful political act.      
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Time-shifting Historical Figures 

The next category reverses the relationship of the historical analogy. Instead of 

stating the present in terms of the past, the past is stated in terms of the present. The past 

is generally represented through a notable historical figure who is ahistorically lifted from 

their historical context and placed in the present with characteristics, words, or contexts 

outside the person’s historical time period. Represented in presentist terms, these time-

shifted historical figures collapse historical time and conceive of an alternative history in 

which those figures take on present identities or comment on present developments. 

Street artists often use these time-shifted characters to assess and critique the present with 

some pretense of historical authority or wisdom.  

Already discussed in formal and spatial terms, the first of these examples is 

Marycula’s time-shifted Karl Marx. Presented as a presumably homeless Marx engaged 

in the contemporary activity of Pfand fishing, Marycula uses a speech bubble or Marx’s 

t-shirt to offer cutting commentary on the present state of society and lament the lessons 

not yet learned from Marx’s work more than a century ago. Through Marx’s recognizable 

face and the public’s general understanding of the ideology he represents, Marycula has 

created a powerful political springboard for her statement. However, Marx is by no 

means the only time-shifted historical figure in German cityscapes. 

In much the same vein, Vladimir Lenin is time shifted in a political sticker to 

critique the left-wing Antifa movement (Figure 28). Presented with a message tee 

beneath a blazer and that symbol of college culture, a red solo cup, in hand, Lenin 

appears as a youthful hipster type. Typical of right-wing imagery and messaging in public 
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space, the sticker had been partially defaced, notably of the top portion of its headline: 

“JEDER HASST / DIE ANTIFA” (Everyone hates / the Antifa). Even with only a partial 

sticker, the object of Lenin’s critique is unexpected but certainly clear as his shirt reads 

“Still not ♥’ing Antifa!” The sticker is sold by Phalanx Europa, which provides 

“patriotic,” right-wing political messaging paraphernalia. Founded by the right-wing 

Austrian activists Martin Sellner (affiliated with PEGIDA) and Patrick Lenart (co-

founder of the Austrian branch of the IBD), the company’s mission statement, translated 

from German, declares itself “an expression of a dream for a new Europe” (PHXE 

Creatives OG, n.d.). The company’s aim is to serve as a source of counterculture and to 

create “a patriotic youth culture that is contemporary but always rooted and carries a clear 

message” (PHXE Creatives OG, n.d.). Phalanx Europa extends these roots deep in history 

offering products with imagery of: Spartan soldiers (900s–190 B.C.; demonstrated 

military might in ancient Greece), Hermann (9 A.D.; led alliance of Germanic tribes 

against Roman legions), the Reconquista (711–1492 A.D.; military campaign spreading 

Christianity and forging Spanish national identity), knights and castles (High and Late 

Middle Ages; elite mounted fighters tied to Christianity and a strict code of conduct), and 

Landsknechte (15th and 16th century; mercenary soldiers under Maximilian I). Of the 

historic imagery the company produces, Vladimir Lenin is unusually modern but more 

importantly, as a left-wing revolutionary, a striking inclusion given Phalanx Europa’s 

right-wing aim. However, the sticker is less about commending or supporting Lenin and 

more about undermining or discrediting the political left through the image and voice of 

one of their own presumed historical predecessors.  
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Figure 28. Time-shifted historical figures: Lenin “Still Not ♥’ing Antifa” sticker, Platz 

der Märzrevolution, Berlin; Mr. Sasa’s NOGO Hitler paste up, Lösnitzer Straße, Dresden. 

The third example works differently than the presentist representations of Marx 

and Lenin. In Mr. Sasa’s paste up in Dresden, Adolf Hitler is represented as a LEGO man 

complete with the characteristic toothbrush mustache, Brownshirt uniform, and swastika 

armband (Figure 28). Even with the sharp eyes and grimace, the rendering of a mass 

murderer as a toy is unsettling and darkly humorous. Invented four years after Hitler’s 

death, LEGOs lie outside the historical time period of Hitler. LEGOs are, however, very 

much infused in our current popular culture, as the original toy blocks have morphed into 

a diverse product line, amusement parks, and a movie franchise. Labeled “NOGO,” the 

Hitler paste up works as an anti-Nazi statement, and one may argue that the LEGO 

representation refers to neo-Nazis and the swell of right-wing movements—they appear 

to be playtime villains compared to the historical perpetrator but they are not as harmless 

as their plastic body may suggest. The timing supports this interpretation. According to 

his Instagram, Mr. Sasa has worked with this image since early 2016, around the same 
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time that the right-wing AfD rode a wave of anti-immigrant sentiment to state electoral 

success following the New Year’s Eve sexual assaults in Cologne (see below). Just a year 

prior PEGIDA founder Lutz Bachmann had stepped down (temporarily) for an image in 

which he impersonated Hitler. But even as this paste up crosses into historical analogy, 

taken as a time-shifted historical figure, Hitler is disempowered. He shares no wisdom or 

judgment as Marx and Lenin did above. He has become a play-thing, a toy subject to and 

completely dependent upon the limited agency of a child.  

Whereas the first two examples are granted authority, as if the historical figure’s 

experience of the past somehow better enables the character to understand what is 

happening in the present, the latter is denied that authority. Despite their different 

presentations, these time-shifted historical figures are united by the idea of play. In their 

presentist presentation, these characters do not convey the level of seriousness or 

weightiness normally associated with these historical figures. They possess political 

power but accomplish this power through humor rather than a heavy hand.   

Returning to a Better Time 

Although street artists often invoke the past to engage the present, sometimes the 

past itself becomes cause. One particular iteration of the past as cause is the notion that a 

time ended that should not have and thus must be revived. This category primarily 

appeared in political stickers linked to right-wing groups. However, whether right or left, 

examples of this category are united by a desire to return to the past (Figure 29).     
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Figure 29. Idealized pasts: IBD Against the Modern World sticker, Schellingstraße, 

Munich; FDJ sticker, Hermann-Lingg-Straße 13-1, Munich. 

Although the emblem at the top and identifying text at the bottom have been 

ripped away, the first sticker is another product of Phalanx Europa and tied to IBD 

(Figure 29). The Doppeladler (double-headed eagle) serving as its central visual has been 

associated with empires for ages, perhaps as early as the Hittite Empire (1600 B.C.–1178 

B.C.) (Astarte, 1908; Gazette, 1899). In the German context, eagles first gained their 

symbolic weight with Charlemagne, who may have added the second head to his imperial 

eagle with his coronation in 802 A.D. as emperor of the Frankish Empire (Ceyrep, 1856). 

Used sporadically at first, the Doppeladler became the primary symbol of the Holy 

Roman Empire (962 A.D.–1806 A.D.) that followed Charlemagne (Fox-Davies, 1904). 

With the exception of the German Confederation (1815–1848, 1850–1866), which used it 

for a time, the Doppeladler fell out of use with the fall of the Holy Roman Empire. A 

single-headed eagle again came to dominate, defining the German Empire (1871–1918) 

and every subsequent iteration of the German state that followed, including present-day 
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Germany (Hartmann, 2008). By deploying the specific image of the double-headed eagle 

with the phrase “GEGEN DIE MODERNE WELT” (Against the modern world), the 

sticker advocates a return to a specific notion of empire. It connotes German unity, 

strength, and power without globalism, from the colonialism of the German Empire 

(1871–1918) to present-day global citizenship.  

Interestingly, the Doppeladler used lacks the haloes characteristic of the Holy 

Roman Empire. As such, it is more likely the Doppeladler of the German Confederation. 

The German Confederation was the product of the Congress of Vienna (1814–15), a 

meeting between Austria, Prussia, Russia, Britain and France that “sought to restore order 

to a Europe disrupted by revolutionary and imperial France” (Solsten, 1996, p. 31). The 

German Confederation considered itself the successor of the Holy Roman Empire, but it 

was far smaller (i.e., 38 states and four free cities compared to around 300 states) and 

designed as a non-threatening entity compared to Austria and Prussia. Its function was to 

halt ideas of revolution from spreading through Europe. However, the German 

Confederation was also invested in forging German unity and a German nationality like 

that of the French at a time marked by “romantic evocations of Germany’s glory during 

the Middle Ages” (Solsten, 1996, p. 35). Yet, as the Revolutions of 1848 would 

demonstrate, this unity was more an ideal than a lived reality (Solsten, 1996). 

The second sticker was a more curious find given its appearance in the 

conservative Bavarian capital (Figure 29). Created by the FDJ, the sticker calls for a 

return to a less distant past. Founded in the Soviet occupation zone in 1946, the FDJ or 

Freie Deutsche Jugend (Free German Youth) was the official youth organization of the 
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GDR and affiliate of the SED party. Once members grew out of the Jungpioniere (Young 

Pioneers, ages 6–14), members would join the FDJ, intended for youth between 14 and 

25 years of age. Primarily centered around leisure activities, the FDJ nevertheless had an 

ideological function as well, namely to socialize youth with the state-backed Marxist-

Leninist ideology and prepare them for East German life. Officially, membership was 

voluntary, but, just as with the Hitler Youth and the League of German Girls in Nazi 

Germany, refusal to participate often resulted in denied opportunities for educational, 

career, and social advancement (McDougall, 2004). Initially conceived as a national 

organization, the FDJ failed to gain the foothold in the West that it did in the East. In the 

1950s, West Germany officially banned the organization as unconstitutional in its 

objectives under Article 9 para. 2 of the Basic Law, and by extension ruled the use of the 

FDJ badge and shirt as unconstitutional punishable by imprisonment or a fine according 

to § 86a para. 1 of the Criminal Code. After unification, the FDJ ban of the old Federal 

Republic remained in place but rarely enforced as many East Germans associate positive 

memories of youth with the FDJ (Trips-Hebert, 2014). As an oversized sticker, the FDJ 

badge jumps from its surface even in the muted grey colors. The text that follows 

questions the present social state: “Was ist das für ein Staat, wo Anti-faschisten verhaftet 

werden, während Staatsanwälte Nazi ‘recht’ anwenden und Nazis morden und 

marschieren?” (What kind of state is it where anti-fascists are arrested, while prosecutors 

apply Nazi ‘right’ and Nazis murder and march?). On their website, the group’s 

distribution materials (flyers, posters, and stickers) call for class struggle, condemn war 

(past and present), and advocate separatism from the FRG. For example, two stickers 
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read: “Zurück in die Zukunft: Raus aus der BRD!” (Back to the Future: Out of the FRG!) 

or “Lieber raus auf die Straße als heim ins Reich!” (Better out on the street than home in 

the Reich!). Ostalgie (a longing for former East Germany) remains a common 

phenomenon, and more than one tour guide in Berlin cautioned about criticizing East 

Germany when interacting with former East Germans. Nevertheless, these stickers take 

Ostalgie to new levels as they define the present as overrun by fascists, the only future as 

a return to the past, and the FRG as just another iteration of empire, which unlike the IBD 

understanding above carries a negative connotation.  

These examples demonstrate the phenomenon of championing the past as cause 

on either wing of the political spectrum. Often the conservative right wing is criticized 

for its tendency to view the past through the proverbial rose-colored glasses, but the FDJ 

also falls into that tendency in their stickers. Thus, this category aims to presence the past 

in an effort to revive some aspect of that past.   

Crafting Nascent Memories 

Journalists may be especially well equipped to craft “the first draft of memory” in 

ways that are moving, widespread, and lasting (Kitch, 2008, p. 312), but I would argue, 

street artists have a dually important role in crafting nascent memories in ways that are 

punchy, tied to the local, and unexpected. Sometimes street artists’ political interventions 

take on contemporary events fading from public attention and thus work as a mnemonic 

to keep the issue in public discourse and/or to craft its representation as it slips into 

memory (Figure 30). In this way, street artists take over for journalists when an event 

loses its news value. However, unlike the journalist, who even in the face of limited word 



 

252 

counts benefits from textual narratives that can provide background and explanation, the 

street artist once again primarily speaks through impactful images and catchphrases. 

Thus, the street artist looks to solidify an impression of a nascent memory, and given the 

continued spatial reality of street art’s consumption, she does so primarily for a given 

locale rather than an entire nation. Furthermore, the presentation of these mnemonics in 

public space often leads to the unexpected encounter.   

  

Figure 30. Nascent memories: Korkmännchen, Stargarder Straße, Berlin (photo courtesy 

of artist); Junge Alternative sticker, Potsdamer Platz, Berlin. 

The first example comes in the form of a miniature cork sculpture known as 

Korkmännchen (Figure 30). There are a few different varieties of cork sculpture, which 

are distinguished by their aesthetic, materials used, and/or character. The Korkmännchen 

can usually be distinguished by the colorful “Alte Wilde” banner they carry. These 

smiling little cork men, which exceeded 1,000 in January 2019, are affixed to the top of 

street signs throughout Berlin. According to the artist, Wolfgang Pohl (previously from 



 

253 

Bonn, Germany), the Korkmännchen normally do not make explicit political statements. 

If politics play any role, then it is through their presence alone, which works as a low-

level protest regarding to whom public space belongs (Wolfgang Pohl, personal 

communication, February 15, 2019).39 However, the #FreeDeniz series, which also 

includes cork men demanding “Pressefreiheit” (press freedom, e.g., Jägerstraße) and 

“#FreeThemAll” (for other imprisoned journalists), was a spontaneous impulse after the 

public uproar in German media and public demonstrations with the arrest of German-

Turkish journalist Deniz Yücel on 14 February 2017 by the Turkish government for 

supposed espionage and incitement of terror. Pohl intended to create a cork figure for 

every week of Yücel’s imprisonment. Sometimes his placement of the #FreeDeniz 

Korkmännchen related to a site’s history (e.g., Topography of Terror on 

Niederkirchnerstraße) or its connection to Yücel (e.g., Platz des 18. März at the 

Brandenburg Gate, site of one of the demonstrations) (Wolfgang Pohl, personal 

communication, February 15, 2019). However, more often the consideration was more 

practical (i.e., accessibility and condition of the sign) and especially concerned with 

visibility. As such, tourist areas became prime sites for these floating mnemonic actants. 

Yücel was finally released on 16 February 2018. While Pohl did not reach 52 cork men, 

his figures served as a small reminder in public space as news media, the public, and even 

the artist himself moved on to other issues.  

 

39 The Korkmännchen have taken explicit political messages in two other cases, both with 

the message “No racism.” The first instance was in response to repeated paint attacks on 

Stolpersteine in the Berlin locality of Friedenau. The second, in which the cork man took 

the form of the Statue of Liberty, was in protest of Donald Trump’s inauguration in 2017. 
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The second example works more directly to craft an event impression as it slips 

into memory. The Junge Alternative Berlin (the youth arm of AfD) sticker recalls the 

mass assaults of New Year’s Eve 2015/16 in Cologne (Figure 30). Similar incidents took 

place in Hamburg, Dortmund, Düsseldorf, and Stuttgart, but Cologne took on special 

resonance given its scale and location of the assaults at the foot of its famous cathedral. 

Around 1,200 people were sexually assaulted across Germany with 650 occurring in 

Cologne and more than 400 in Hamburg. Most of the suspects, of which there were more 

than 2,000 estimated but only 120 identified, were believed to be young men of North 

African descent (Mascolo & von der Heide, 2016). The extent of the gendered violence 

was exacerbated by an underprepared, overwhelmed police force and a mob mentality, 

but anti-immigrant and anti-Islam groups appropriated the event for their own political 

purposes (Diehl & Stenzel, 2016). With the header “Köln ist überall” (Cologne is 

everywhere) and a dark hand grabbing a woman’s shoulder, the sticker reinforces the 

right-wing construction and anti-Islam message: “Islamization? We hold against it.” 

As the above examples illustrate, through their political interventions, street artists 

perform important memory work for the present, especially as an event falls from public 

attention. Their representations serve as a mnemonic to keep an event in public discourse 

or help craft its impression as it slips into memory. Street artists thereby serve no small 

role in the larger discursive construction of memory.   

Concluding Thoughts 

Even in the absence of bodies, guerrilla memory wars are afoot in urban 

memoryscapes. By studying the traces of these interventions, this chapter illustrates the 
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continuation of a battle that has existed in some form since at least the French Revolution 

and addressed a gap in the existing literature regarding the mnemonic potential of street 

art. While the present stakes are lower than in the past, the battles that play out in street 

art carry significant implications for the contemporary urbanite’s understanding of 

herself, her relationship to space/place, and her relationship to the past. Small in number, 

street artists are nevertheless powerful combatants in this battle over the ownership of 

public space and the power to construct collective identity and craft narrative. They move 

through the grey areas of the law and use diverse forms and representational tactics to 

fight the disciplining force of the municipality that defines public space as well as the 

institutional forces that define identity and construct memory narratives in these spaces. 

Street artists have inserted themselves into memory politics, and wielding the power of 

interventionist forms, their work questions power systems, calls for subversive action, 

and offers alternative narratives of the past, present, and future.  

To build a case for the mnemonic potential of street art in terms of both form and 

content, this chapter examines street art’s relationship to space and especially to memory 

place-making. Memory’s dependence on technology is well established (Brown et al., 

2009; Erll, 2011a; Huyssen, 1995; Nora, 1989; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Zelizer, 1995), 

but unlike other memory technologies street art makes no pretense of preserving memory 

for future use. As a memory technology, street art is particularly fragile in part because of 

the materials it uses but also because of its open exhibition which offers no life-sustaining 

protections. Like memory itself, street art is ephemeral, subject to a limited lifespan 
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unless actively maintained by communities (e.g., retouching a mural) or preserved by 

other technologies (e.g., photography, narratives).  

Street art, like memory, is presentist in its engagement with the past. Maurice 

Halbwachs describes memory in strikingly visual terms at times referring to memories as 

images and the act of remembering as composition (Halbwachs, 1950/1980, 1943/1992). 

These images of the past, however, are not fixed. Every time they are composed anew 

based on the needs of the present, highlighting and omitting details as needed. What was 

for Halbwachs metaphorical is for the street artist actual practice. Street artists compose 

actual images for the landscape to respond to present needs. These needs often concern 

identity. Memory and street art both share a deeply intimate relationship with identity, 

individual and collective. Just as memory works to conceive of an individual and 

collective self through time, street art may focus primarily on the artist’s expression of 

her own identity or that of a larger community (local, regional, national, or global).   

Like social memory, street art is often collectively authored. Although some street 

artists work collaboratively, this collective authorship generally develops over time. 

Other artists will exhibit their works nearby in response to or conversation with a piece. 

Artists and passersby alike may physically alter a work to enhance, modify, or counter its 

original message to better suit reflect the community or their personal sensibilities. This 

collective authorship is both constructive and destructive. Works that go untouched and 

preserved for some time may be said to have received community endorsement of sorts 

whereas those that affront the community may be quickly removed or defaced.   
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Social memory and street art also hold a special relationship to place because 

people have a special relationship to place. People imprint their physical surroundings 

just as these surroundings leave an imprint on them (Halbwachs, 1950/1980). Places 

become an anchor for memory and a canvas for street art. According to Halbwachs, 

“When we reach that period when we are unable to represent places to ourselves, even in 

a confused manner, we have arrived at the regions of our past inaccessible to memory” 

(Halbwachs, 1950/1980, p. 157). In the case of street art, the loss of place is the loss to 

participate in public discourse. In both cases, the removal of place is a loss of identity and 

participative construction thereof.   

As much as memory and street art depend on place, they are also capable of 

travel. Globalization entails actual mobilities (i.e., physical movement of persons) and 

virtual mobilities (i.e., mental, sensory and affective movement prompted by immersive 

media) (Radstone, 2011). Just as Erll (2011b) argues for memory that sites of memory 

will come to be understood as travels of memory, with the decontextualization of street 

art in museums and online exhibition street art must also increasingly be considered as 

both site-bound and traveling form.   

Open to the mnemonic potential of street art writ large, I approached street art at 

the level of form—i.e., how it works as a mnemonic actant—and of content—i.e., what 

memories are represented and how do they relate to hegemonic memory narratives. Two 

formal categories emerged from the field data, namely street art as memorial interactant 

and street art as free floating mnemonic actant. Street art has the capacity to construct a 

memory place on and apart from historical sites. In doing so, it intervenes in the 
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institutional memoryscape thereby taking control of the memory narrative, its 

implications for identity, and its presence in public space. Memory politics are not 

limited to political speeches and media or to museums, memorials, and historic 

architectures. Memory politics play out on the ground, in the street with vernacular and 

technical actants. Street art remembers in the absence of the remembering body and takes 

on a mnemonic life of its own with every pause it produces in the passerby.  

Through Kandler’s story, this chapter began with a memory of street art, but in the 

course of these pages I have worked to demonstrate the memory in street art. With the 

examples above, the past has served as subject and aim of street art and street artists have 

produced works that push, pull, and play with hegemonic memory narratives. The most 

common of the mnemonic actions I encountered in the field included commemorating 

anniversaries, drawing historical analogies, time-shifting historical figures, returning to a 

better time, and crafting nascent memories. The mnemonic actions themselves are not 

unique, but their vernacular intervention in public space is notable. Street artists work as 

vernacular actors pulling on pasts helpful for their political interventions and this work is 

displayed in public space producing the unexpected memory encounter for passersby.  

Most notable of all is the vulnerability of street art. Typically, memory 

technologies work to stabilize and to preserve memory, that is to carry memory into 

history. But street art offers neither. Street art unsettles memory, creatively unsettling and 

recrafting the past for present day political interventions and engaging in dialogue. As a 

form, street art is as fragile as memory itself, marked as it is by its vulnerability to edits if 

not outright destruction and by its ephemerality. Altered by the public, some street art 
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becomes a collective work that evolves in its meaning. Even when a work is not 

deliberately removed by the public or by municipal actors, street art is not created to 

endure. It is created for the present alone, a time that may range from a few days to a few 

years but nonetheless is more immediately finite than other memory technologies. The 

passerby is then left with only a fragment or residue of a trace, as with a Sophie Scholl 

sticker found in Munich (Figure 31). Enough remained for Scholl to be recognizable, but 

the sticker no longer had a voice. 

 

Figure 31. Trace of Sophie Scholl sticker, Nymphenburger Str. 31-23, Munich. 
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CHAPTER 6 

MEMORY PROBLEM REDUX 

Drawn to Marienplatz by the visual of the crowd and its discordant 

sounds, I made my way forward to the barricade encircling the 50 or so 

PEGIDA-München supporters. The speaker, Michael Stürzenberger, 

shouting into his microphone on the makeshift stage, struggled against the 

counter protesters’ empassioned boos and chants. But this afternoon the 

outward facing signs erected within the PEGIDA demonstration pen had 

more of my attention. Gone were the usual black and white Theses40 signs; 

in their place were vibrant large scale images, the material equivalent of a 

conspiratorial 8chan message board. Arab figures, men and women, with 

a Koran in one hand and a weapon (an AK-47, a hand grenade, a hand 

pistol) in the other were paired with anti-Islamic quotes attributed to 

Churchill, Voltaire, Muslim converts, or to the Koran itself. [...] Clearly 

intended to emotionally trigger passersby, these images were jarring in 

their blatant propaganda. I thought of the anti-Semitic rhetoric and 

imagery that must have once filled this square in the Nazi era, and then I 

saw her, Sophie Scholl [Nazi resister and member of the White Rose]. 

 

She first appeared in the form of that classic daisy clad image (Hans and 

Christoph Probst cropped out) alongside a contemporary image of 

Susanne Zeller(-Hirzel), a “Mitstreiterin” [comrade-in-arms] and witness 

of the White Rose [sometimes featured in PI-News41 and other right-wing 

blogs]. Scholl’s image stood as if in endorsement of Zeller(-Hirzel)’s 

quote comparing Islam to National Socialism and warning against 

censorship and imprisonment of Islam critics. [...] Then she appeared 

again in another posterboard prop, this one used on stage by 

Stürzenberger himself. Under the title “Unsere patriotischen Vorbilder” 

[sic, Our Patriotic Role Models], Scholl’s portrait was paired with a stock 

image of a white rose and served as the center of the poster’s historical 

triptych. On the flanks were Graf Claus von Stauffenberg, the army officer 

who led a failed assassination attempt of Adolf Hitler on 20 July 1944, 

 
40 In 2018, Lutz Bachmann and PEGIDA wrote the so-called Dresdner Thesen (Dresden 

Theses) in a not-so-subtle nod to Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses. The Dresdner 

Thesen offer ten points of perceived weaknesses in the federal government that must be 

corrected to protect German identity, the German people, and the German nation.  

 
41 Founded by Stefan Herre in 2004, PI-News (Politically Incorrect-News) is a German 

and English language political blog primarily focused on battling what it perceives as the 

Islamization of Europe. Michael Stürzenberger, PEGIDA-München leader and self-

proclaimed journalist, writes for the blog.  
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paired with the Wirmer flag and Robert Blum (1807–1848), a liberal 

political leader of the National Assembly42 and revolutionary seeking a 

unified Germany, paired with the German tricolor. All three figures were 

executed for their efforts. With many on the left proclaiming PEGIDA and 

AfD as “pinstripe Nazis,” the use of Nazi resisters Scholl and von 

Stauffenberg struck me as dissonant. Was it a defensive mechanism to 

stave off the Nazi label? Or perhaps a means to rewrite the script and thus 

place the left on the side of fascism and the right on the side of democracy 

and freedom? And yet, as Stürzenberger spoke of the “courageous fighters 

against totalitarian dictatorship,” he never once mentioned the name of 

that dictator nor acknowledged the similarities between the anti-Isalm of 

today and the anti-Semitism of yesteryear. Instead, he worked to establish 

an analogous relationship between the cause of these historical figures, 

especially the White Rose, to that of PEGIDA-München:  

Außerdem die Widerstandsgruppe Weiße Rose und Sophie 

Scholl die ebenfalls unter Einsatz ihres Lebens aufgeklärt 

haben mit Flugblätter genauso wie wir heute aufklaren. 

Damals war es der totalitaeren Nationalsozialismus und 

heute ist es der totalitäre Islam. [...] Diese hier sind Brüder 

im Geiste mit uns und da sind hoffentlich alle Fragen 

erklärt was hier mit der Weiße Rose es zu tun hat.43  

  

 The counter protest response to PEGIDA-München’s use of historical figures was 

empassioned. Chants and signs alike spoke to the importance of historical facts and 

education. “Bildung für alle, auch für dich!” (Education for all, including you!) 

resounded while a white cardboard sign with a hand drawn no right turn symbol urged, 

“Zu Risiken von Rechtsextremismus lesen Sie bitte ein Geschichtsbuch” (For the risks of 

 
42

 Simultaneously a driving force and outcome of the German Revolutions of 1848–49, 

the Frankfurt National Assembly was Germany’s first freely elected parliament officially 

founded in May 1848. The assembled body drafted the Frankfurt Constitution, which 

outlined basic rights and laid down principles for the unified Germany it envisioned, 

namely a parliamentary democracy.  

43 In addition, the resistance group the White Rose and Sophie Scholl, who also risked 

their lives to enlighten (the public) with leaflets, just as we enlighten today. At that time it 

was totalitarian National Socialism and today it is totalitarian Islam. (...) These are 

brothers in spirit with us and hopefully all questions have been clarified what all this here 

has to do with the White Rose. 
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right-wing extremism, please read a history book). The issue was not the use of a 

historical analogy per se. In fact, the counter protesters drew their own via other signs 

that day, such “PEGIDA? / Voll 1933!” (PEGIDA? / Totally 1933). Like social memory 

writ large, the use of historical analogies in contentious politics is common. People 

naturally seek patterns and link ideas, events, and persons sharing some similarities no 

matter their unique historical circumstances (Zerubavel, 2003). However, whereas the left 

largely uses historical analogies defensively to avoid past mistakes, the right tends to use 

historical anologies to ennoble their cause—an aim the left cannot accept.  

PEGIDA-München is by no means the only group on the right to lay claim to 

Sophie Scholl and other anti-Nazi figures. For example, during a Querdenker (literally: 

lateral thinker, inspired by the QAnon conspiracy movement in the U.S.) protest against 

coronavirus prevention measures in Hanover on 21 November 2020, a young woman 

from Kassel likened herself to Sophie Scholl and by implication the cause for which 900 

people gathered to the Nazi regime. Quickly chastised by a protest steward, who was 

escorted away by police, the scene resulted in a viral clip and a response from the Federal 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, Heiko Maas, via Twitter (Figure 32):   

 

Figure 32. Screenshot of Heiko Maas’s tweet condemning historical analogies to Sophie 

Scholl and Anne Frank. 
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“Anyone today comparing themselves to Sophie Scholl or Anne Frank is making a 

mockery of the courage it took to stand up to the Nazis,” Maas tweeted. “It trivialises the 

Holocaust and shows an unbearable forgetting of history. Nothing connects the corona 

protests with the resistance fighters. Nothing!” However, there is something qualitatively 

different in the PEGIDA-München case that applifies the perceived memory violation, 

namely where it occurred.  

Standing on Marienplatz, the central square in the city formerly known as the 

capital of the Nazi movement as well as a site of White Rose resistance, the abuse of 

memory took on greater weight. As early as 1923, Thomas Mann observed the changed 

reputation of his city: “Munich is the city of Hitler, the leader of the German fascists; the 

city of the swastika, this symbol of popular definance and of an ethnic aristocracy whose 

conduct is anything but aristocratic” (NS-Dokumentationszentrum München, 2018b). 

While the city as a whole became inextricably linked with the Nazis, Marienplatz was a 

key witness to its rise. It was the site of incendiary speeches stoking fear and hate during 

the Hitler-Luddendorf putsch in 1923. Its iconic façade, the Neues Rathaus, was drapped 

in Nazi flags and anti-Semitic propaganda defaced neighboring streets. But as the city’s 

memoryscape reminds, from the everyday resistance of the Drückebergergasse44 to the 

memorials and memory places in the name of the White Rose, Munich is also home to 

resistance. As one site recalls, Marienplatz was also a site of resistance when the White 

 

44 Drückebergergasse is an alternate name for Viscardigasse, a small alley through which 

Münchners during the Nazi era would travel to avoid giving the mandatory Nazi salute to 

the putschist monument on Odeonsplatz.  
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Rose experimented with graffiti in February 1943. Hoping to better address the larger 

Munich public, Hans Scholl, Alexander Schmorell and Willi Graf used tin stencils to 

paint slogans with black tar coal: “Massenmörder Hitler” (mass murderer Hitler) and 

crossed-out swastikas at Marienplatz and Viktualienmarkt along with “Nieder mit Hitler” 

(down with Hitler) and “Freiheit” (Freedom) on the university’s walls to the north. In just 

three nights, they applied their messages to around 30 facades through Munich (Weiße 

Rose Stiftung e.V., 2017). Thus, it is a special insult to fill this particular space with 

incendiary neo-nationalist speech and images and to distort the memory of a group that 

put humanity over nation. Even in a case not explicitly about place, social memory by 

contentious political actors still implicitly connects to place by the very fact that their 

political action is ultimately emplaced.  

The Demonstration Route Taken  

In this dissertation, I have endeavored to trace a demonstration route that 

illustrates how protesting bodies and street artists are remembering and placemaking 

bodies. Their repertoires of contention—the familiar forms of political action they call 

upon—are themselves memories of past contentious political action. Some repertoires, 

such as the singing of the “Deutschlandlied,” are adopted precisely because of their 

association with a particular memory, in this case with the forty-eighters’ liberal-republic 

push for a united German nation. Others, such as the demonstration walk or stickering, 

are emptied and filled time again with diverse mnemonic associations. Regardless of 

content, repertoires of contention are memories of form and they constitute the sites of 

this demonstration route’s interim rallies.  
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Proceeding through corporeal, spatial, and representational repertoires of 

contention, the structure of this dissertation imitates the experience of stumbling upon 

contentious politics in urban memoryscapes. Even before the flood of visuals come into 

view, it is often through the protesting body’s sounds, bouncing between the street’s 

architecture, that the everyday urbanite first feels the presence of contention. Therefore, I 

focused my analytical lens on the aurality of corporeal repertoires, specifically as 

manifest in protest music. As protesting bodies perform protest music they layer the 

memories and visions of place therein on the landscapes of their political contention. The 

first tactic of including familiar protest chants in original music serves as memory work 

directed at preservation of the group’s own political action and constructs a notion of the 

street as a political space on which their desired political being depends. The second 

tactic uses original protest music to express fear and hope geographies. Deploying 

memories in explicitly spatial terms, the left and right paint visions of place riddled with 

their peculiar sociopolitical fears and/or safeguarded by their sociopolitical hopes. Place 

memories thus become arguments for the need to realize their sociopolitical goals. The 

third tactic depends on the associations of historic protest music, that is music tied to 

memories of past contentious politics. Memory and place may be less explicit internally 

to the music but prevail in the external cultural associations of the protest music.  

Moving from the aurality of corporeal repertoires to the kinesthesia of spatial 

repertoires, the protesters’ bodily presence and movements rewrite the narratives of place 

through physical engagement. Whether through tour guides, memorials both centralized 

and dispersed, museums, or mobile apps, urban memoryscapes are rife with official 
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spatial narratives. Protesting bodies offer an alternative by authoring their cities through 

the sites in which they rally and the routes that they trace with their feet during 

demonstration walks. Whereas rallies offer point narratives built upon the power of the 

singular place, linear and circular demonstration routes generally provide areal narratives 

defined by the destination and the return, respectively. These spatial narratives may 

underscore, revive, or obfuscate place memories to reshape the memoryscape in ways 

that buttress political claims and fulfill political identity needs. In other words, whether 

working to sway publics or official institutions, spatial narratives reconstruct local 

memoryscapes to make them more suitable to the protesting body’s political being. With 

the help of digital mapping, I demonstrate the value of historical spatial analysis as a 

means of better highlighting these sociomaterial relationships for a given city over time. 

Mapping the specific spatial narratives of PEGIDA-München and the left coalition 

behind Kein Schlussstrich, I am able to illustrate the spatial evolutions of protesting 

bodies and contextualize their particular type of contentious political placemaking.  

Contentious politics do not live in the performances and narratives of protesting 

bodies alone. They are also embedded in the representations they leave behind. Inspired 

by the signs contentious political actors left at memorial sites concluding demonstration 

walks, I turned my focus on the contentious politics of street artists. While already well 

regarded for its placemaking capacity, street art’s mnemonic capacity is little investigated 

in the scholarly literature. Through their interventionist forms, street artists insert 

themselves into memory politics and the contentious political battles for place. At the 

level of form, street art may act as a memory site interactant placed in proximity to 
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institutional memory sites to challenge their official representations, or as a floating 

mnemonic actant forging memory places in the liminal spaces of urban memoryscapes. 

Some general tactics are also observable in street art’s mnemonic contents, such as 

drawing historical analogies, time-shifting historical figures, and crafting nascent 

memories. As the examples illustrate, street artists are thus interventionist at two levels: 

the unsolicited production and placement of their art in public space and the push, pull 

and play of mnemonic content in their work. They simultaneously remake memory and 

place through their works to construct a place for their political being.  

Contentious political actors call upon memories near and far to fulfill identity 

needs, but key trends in the contents of these repertoires of contention emerge for 

different political orientations. The left and right differ in terms of both their spatial and 

temporal scope of social memory. Whereas the left is spatially broad, it is temporally 

contained. The left has an expansive spatial sampling as it regularly invokes global 

(mainly Western) memories, such as the U.S. civil rights movement, alongside local, 

national, and European memories. This supports their desire for a porous global place. 

However, the temporal range of its memories is more limited with rarely a reference 

before the German Revolution of 1918–1919. The reliance on contemporary memories 

may speak to the left’s repeated commitment claims to historical accuracy. They seek not 

a mythic past but an accessible and verifiable past that still impacts sociopolitical 

realities. These pasts may be better instrumentalized as warnings of past failures and 

directed toward their desired futures. The right on the other hand usually confines itself 

spatially to memories of the European continent, with the exception of acts of terror that 
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fuel their Islamophobia (e.g., September 11, 2001). These spatial restrictions make sense 

with their neo-nationalism and Eurocentrism. Spatially suppressed, the right is far-

reaching in a temporal sense regularly calling upon deep German and European 

memories from Germanic tribes in the age of the Roman Empire to the forty-eighters’ 

push for a united German nation. Blurring the lines between myth and memory, the use 

of the deep past coincides with their wish to revive an idealized ancestral Europe and 

return to a time before the stains of contemporary German history. The only spatial and 

temporal overlap between the left and right is the prevalence of contemporary memories 

of violence close to home; however, the named perpetrators differ markedly with the 

former pointing to far-right extremism and the latter to raced immigrant bodies.  

Collectively these chapters illustrate contentious political actors as placelings who 

use memory to construct a place compatible with their political being. For too long, 

memory scholars have neglected to apply their understanding of social memory’s 

performances, narratives, and representations to contentious political actors. It is true that 

memory scholars have expanded consideration of vernacular remembrances and the 

politics and contested character of social memory in the domains of commemorative 

events, memorials, and museums. However, memory scholars are only just beginning to 

consider the most agile, tenacious, and contentious of social memories, namely social 

memory in the domain of contentious politics. Without such an examination scholars 

miss a vital part to the mnemonic life of democratic societies. This dissertation works to 

return the field to a more civic-focused understanding of social memory à la Halbwachs 

so that scholars may better investigate the present memory problem.  
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Broader Contributions and the Future of Memory Studies 

As every field must, memory studies needs to adapt with its subject. Its struggles 

to do so have led to internal debates about the future of the field. After the memory mania 

of two memory booms in the early and late twentieth century, Astrid Erll (2011b, p. 4) 

raises concerns that in the absence of further theory building the field may be reduced to 

“an additive project” in which scholars engage in mere application moving from one 

context to the next. Even more pointed, Gavriel Rosenfeld (2009, p. 123) stops just short 

of forecasting the “end of memory” and subsequently the death of memory studies in a 

post-September 11 context. This forecast is based on the waning of factors behind the 

second memory boom, such as “unmastered pasts,” and the emergence of other factors 

that would “erode memory’s influence in the public sphere,” such as global threats that 

render the future precarious and supplant identity politics with more pressing political 

agendas (Rosenfeld, 2009, p. 142). Germany’s intense Vergangenheitsbewältigung, a 

coming to terms with a dark past, has indeed sufficiently succeeded that some official 

memory work slowed (Rosenfeld, 2009); however, as German streets exemplify, social 

memory, including Nazi era memories, remains very much alive in contentious politics. 

Furthermore, concerns for the future, which have again peaked across the globe under 

threats of rising authoritarianism and anti-democratic forces, have intensified rather than 

quashed the public’s need for the past. À la Mark Twain, death reports of social memory 

and/or memory studies are greatly exaggerated. That said, the critiques exemplify the 

important work that must be done to ensure a future for memory studies. This project’s 

design and the bridgework with contentious politics address three of the field’s major 
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weaknesses by interrogating multiscalar memory flows, memory politics, and an 

interconnected temporal relationship.    

Globalization has challenged the field and especially its national memory 

framework as other intersections of identity, for instance ideology, ethnicity and gender, 

are “increasingly the central coordinates of cultural remembering” (Erll, 2011a, p. 2, 

2011b). However, globalization calls not for the end of memory studies but for a third 

phase of memory research examining social memory’s multiscalar character and its 

flows. While Erll (2011b) calls for a bridge with transcultural or global communication 

studies, I suggest that bridging memory studies with contentious politics studies may not 

only address multiscalar memories but also explicitly engage memory politics and 

expand the temporal subject to include the future as well as the past.  

To study how contentious politics shape both the roots and the flows of memory, 

this project is based on multisited fieldwork in the cities of Berlin, Munich, and Dresden. 

In line with the rest of Europe, Germany is already notable for its “high level of 

mnemonic interconnectedness” (Sierp & Wüstenberg, 2015, p. 322). The three fieldsites 

have distinct relationships to Germany’s national memory culture—the memorial excess 

of Berlin (Huyssen, 2003; Jaskot & Rosenfeld, 2008), the repurposed traditional sites of 

Munich (Jaskot & Rosenfeld, 2008; Rosenfeld, 2008), and the victimhood sites of 

Dresden (Fuchs, 2012; Vees-Gulani, 2008). Berlin, Munich, and Dresden are living 

organisms with their own particular pasts shaping and shaped by flows of diverse local, 

regional, national, and transnational memories. The multi-sited approach thus offers an 

opportunity to further scholarly understanding of the localization of national memories, 
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as well as of the flows of transnational memories as experienced in these specific places. 

Furthermore, by choosing not to focus on any particular historical epoch, this dissertation 

seeks to near the lived experience of memory by offering an opportunity to consider the 

interplay of spatially and temporally diverse memories within these German places. 

 In addition to multiscalar memory flows, this dissertation explicitly engages 

social memory’s political character. Inherently perspectival and intertwined with 

forgetting, social memory is political, and yet memory scholars generally neglect to study 

the politicization and distortion of memory as such. Since the 1980s, scholars coalesced 

around the idea that public and scholarly fascination with memory was driven by fears of 

its demise, by rampant social amnesia. Whether the result of commodification or 

mediation by emerging technologies, the notion is that an authentic experience of 

memory had been lost, and so scholars focused their lenses on the widening gap between 

societies and their pasts (Radstone & Schwarz, 2010). Offering an alternative to this well 

worn discourse, Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwarz (2010, p. 2) suggest that it is the 

“unprecedented politicization of memory,” not its absence, that fuels an obsession with 

memory. In doing so, the authors shift from the abstract notion of memory’s absence to 

presence and the “historically specific formations of remembering and forgetting” that 

articulate one another and in turn “inform and reorganize the terrain of politics itself” 

(Radstone & Schwarz, 2010, p. 2). Memory is wrapped in “the politics of being in the 

world and of recognition” and so scholars must explicitly address the political character 

of their subject in the different realms of political life (Radstone & Schwarz, 2010, p. 2).  
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In contentious politics, the inextricable relationship between memory and politics 

is evident in their shared form. The assembled bodies gathered in commemoration are not 

so different from those gathered in protest; indeed they are sometimes one and the same 

(Jerne, 2017). Bodies and bodily practices are, as Paul Connerton (1989) argues, vital to 

understanding social memory. People assembled and engaged in commemorative acts are 

vital to the mnemonic life of a memory site. Without people who practice remembrance, 

sites lose their link to the past and thus their meaning, their life (Winter, 2010). Even 

when gathered for commemoration, the assembled body is a political body; it gathers in  

public space, which is quintessentially democratic, and demands the right to appear 

(Arendt, 1958/1998; Butler, 2015). The feeling of being part of an assembled body gives 

its participants a sense of belonging among like minded persons and “of power through 

the visible experience of being many” (Jerne, 2017, p. 13). In Judith Butler’s (2015, pp. 

8–9) case for a performative theory of assembly she discusses “that important chiasmic 

relation between forms of linguistic performativity and forms of bodily performativity.” 

Even when that assembled body stands in silence it engages in a political speech act for 

“the body that is on the line, exhibiting its value and its freedom in the demonstration 

itself, enacting, by the embodied form of the gathering, a claim to the political” (Butler, 

2015, p. 18). Through the coordinated actions of its members, the assembled body makes 

its claim as “the people” and “[constitutes itself] through a complex interplay of 

performance, image, acoustics [...whereby] ‘media’ is not just reporting who the people 

claim to be, but media has entered into the very definition of the people” (Butler, 2015, p. 
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20). Thus, by focusing on contentious politics, opportunities are rife to engage the 

political character of memory as mediated by activists and their publics.   

Ron Eyerman (2004) and Lorenzo Zamponi (2018), scholars working “the 

memory-activism nexus” (Rigney, 2018, p. 372), go further by calling scholarly focus 

specifically to the processes of memory distortion. Eyerman (2004, p. 166) calls for 

researchers to study the “issue of the historical veracity, or fit, between the narratives and 

real experience” in social memory. Zamponi (2018) contends that memory scholars, by 

the character of their very objects of study, are already immersed in the study of how the 

past is constantly distorted to meet the identity and political needs of some group or 

another. In the “multi(-memory-)cultural” reality of our present (Erll, 2011a, p. 4), it is 

especially important to understand the mechanisms and agents engaged in memory 

distortion and how these manipulations serve larger sociocultural and political aims 

(Zamponi, 2018). Political contention is often a struggle over memory, over whose 

narrative will dominate public discourse and in turn which group will achieve legitimacy 

and symbolic power in the public sphere (Zamponi, 2018). From cherry-picking the past 

to historical revisionism and misinformation, memory distortions play no small role in 

contemporary contentious politics.   

The field’s politics problem is in part due to a more fundamental problem with 

what it considers its subject and that subject’s assumed incompatibility with future-

oriented activism (Rigney, 2018). Memory studies is not the study of the past alone; it is 

the study of the cultural experience of temporal relationships, including with the future. 

Viewing the past as a presentist construction, memory scholars typically consider two 
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temporal dimensions, present and past, and most tend to favor the former. Memory 

studies scholars have struggled to incorporate the future into their thinking, and according 

to Ann Rigney (2018), this struggle is largely the result of an assumed dichotomous 

relationship between past and future. For instance, returning to Rosenfeld’s (2009) 

forecast of memory’s declining cultural significance, he posits the familiar argument that 

when a society is concerned about its future, it has little time for the past. Citing the Cold 

War as an example, he argues that people, who at the time were fully engaged in 

progressive political activism, could not indulge in the “luxury” of memory when the 

future was so precarious (Rosenfeld, 2009, p. 147). Following September 11, 2001, 

concerns for the future in the form of terrorism, wars in the Middle East, and the rising 

power of nuclear nations, he argues, again led to society prioritizing the future 

(Rosenfeld, 2009). If his argument were to hold, the evermore evident precarity of 

democracy in our present moment would be the worst time to study memory, and yet, 

memory abounds in the heartbeat of contentious politics.  

While the argument Rosenfeld exemplifies is understandable, our current moment 

illustrates that it is precisely when the future is under threat that people are in greatest 

need of a past as a sense making and/or persuasive discourse. The past, present, and 

future offer “an arsenal of meaning” with which to think, act, and be in the world 

(Gonzalez Vaillant, 2013, p. 381), and they become “a complex temporal overlay” 

constantly disassembled, blended, and reassembled in the memory-activism nexus 

(Rigney, 2018, p. 372). As Rigney (2018, p. 372) writes, “Remembering the past, shaping 

the future remembrance of the present, and struggles for a better future feed into each 
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other in ways that still need unpacking along with the distinctive cultural forms and 

practices that are used in the transmission of civic commitment.” For the future of the 

field and especially for the “small, but growing” area of research at the memory-activism 

nexus, social memory must be understood as the connective tissue of a collective across 

time, including its future (Rigney, 2018, p. 372).   

The Unmooring of Social Memory in Democratic Societies 

 Democracy is in crisis across the globe. Young, promising democracies in Central 

and Eastern Europe have lost their footing and populist nationalism has unsettled even 

bastions of liberal democracy, such as the United Kingdom and the United States. Given 

the concomitant rise in economic, political, and cultural power of authoritarian regimes, 

such as China and Russia, there is great urgency to solve the world’s democratic problem 

quickly (Fukuyama, 2015, 2018, 2020). Over the last decade, scholars, journalists, and 

commentators alike produced a profusion of works to understand how the 1990s wave of 

democratization gave way to our present democracy crisis. These works include world 

histories of democracy (e.g., Stasavage, 2020), histories of specific democratic crises 

(e.g., Hett, 2018; Mettler & Lieberman, 2020), analyses of democracy’s global status and 

greatest threats (e.g., Applebaum, 2020; Diamond, 2015; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; 

Runciman, 2018), and possible repair strategies or forecasts of what may follow (e.g., 

Luce, 2017; Wehner, 2019). More fragile and susceptible than some believe, democracy 

refers to “a certain class of relations between states and citizens” that constantly undergo 

processes of democratization and de-democratization that shift those relations (Tilly, 

2007, p. 12). Democratization has always ebbed and flowed (Fukuyama, 2015)—hence 
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Samuel Huntington’s (1991/2012) use of the wave metaphor. However, the present ebb 

seems of a greater magnitude to the normal tide of democracy’s general spread around 

the world. The last time democracy faced such a grave and widespread threat was the 

1930s, a threat intimately entwined with Germany (Hett, 2018; Lepore, 2020). The 

present democratic crisis is more than mere context for the memory problem I argue; the 

two are intertwined and shaped by post-truthism and tribalism, especially on the right.  

 Declared Oxford Dictionaries’s 2016 word of the year, post-truth defines the 

present moment (Flood, 2016). Post-truth refers to the lack of shared objective standards 

for truth in sociopolitical life and an increased reliance on pathos appeals. The 

trivialization of truth has a detrimental impact on democratic debate, which depends on 

good faith arguments. Looking to explain its vice grip on present-day politics, some 

attribute post-truthism to postmodernism, a movement born of philosophy and picked up 

by the left. Public intellectual think pieces argue that postmodernism’s general skepticism 

and its specific rejection of the Enlightment project—i.e., objective reality, universalism, 

grand narratives, etc.—threaten liberal democracy. In their view, postmodernism forever 

casts truth into doubt and cultivates a culture rife for tribalism, especially once the right 

picked up the left’s identity politics (Pluckrose, 2017). Following this argument, the 

right’s ability to detach from a concrete reality and successfully use partial truths is 

simply the left’s “comeuppance” for embracing postmodernism (Perrin, 2017, para. 2). 

But neither postmodernist thinkers nor the left created the idea of relativism and the 

culture that is presently taking it to its nihilistic extreme. Postmodernism simply provided 

a language to speak about and understand a lived experience already in the world (Perrin, 
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2017). The phenomenon today referred to as post-truth was already evident when the 

Nazis crafted their fictions as truth in mass propaganda and embedded their lies in the 

German language itself (Arendt, 1951/1994; Klemperer, 1957/2013). Nietzsche’s 

critiques of absolute truth too reflected the socio-political developments of his day (Heit, 

2018). The thread could continue until the days of Ancient Greece and Plato’s depiction 

of the sophists (Fuller, 2018). As a phenomenon, post-truth is old. The present intensity 

may reflect that the present is simply at the crest of the latest wave in this age-old tale.  

Disrupting the foundation upon which democratic debate is possible, post-truth 

has, I would argue, also contributed to the unmooring of social memory from the 

historical past. Under the second memory boom, scholars were primarily concerned with 

the loss of lived memory (milieux de mémoire) characteristic of agarian societies. They 

argued that memory technologies (lieux de mémoire) would counter the widening gap 

between societies and their pasts (Erll, 2011a; Huyssen, 1995; Nora, 1989). Pasts are very 

much alive in various public discourses from media to politics both official and 

contentious. The concern here, however, is not the death of the past writ large, but a shift 

in social memory’s primary form, a shift from history to myth. The left gives voice to this 

concern when they call for historical education and challenge the right’s representations 

of the past. Mostly ranging from 1918 to the 2000s, the left’s social memories are 

historically well documented and in some cases still have living witnesses. The right, on 

the other hand, favors deep memories, which may be less extensive in historical facts and 

for which living witnesses have long passed. When they invoke more recent memories, 

such as Nazi era and Revolutions of 1989 memories, the push back from the left is 
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thunderous and swift. In deep memories, the right finds itself less hampered by historical 

facts and more free to make pathos appeals centered in mythic figures and landscapes. 

However, in doing so, social memory no longer sails on seas of a shared past but rather 

on entirely different oceans determined by one’s political orientation. Difference and its 

expression is essential to a healthy democratic life; however, liberal democracies also 

depend upon a shared understanding. Diverse communities, despite their differences, 

must be united by at least the fundamental contours of a shared past, a shared temporal 

reality, and bound to a common democratic project. As post-truth encourages the 

separation of social memory from history and into the flexible territory of myth, this 

common ground is becoming more and more difficult to locate and the health of liberal 

democracies is suffering as a result.  

As post-truth rages and mythic social memories rise, they do so in the name of 

tribalism. Unlike the tribes and small scale structures part of humankind’s evolutionary 

makeup, tribalism has a negative connotation and refers to a fracturing of society that 

also entails intolerance, discrimination, and aggression (Hobfoll, 2018). Post-truth and 

tribalism go hand-in-hand. Feeling itself threatened, the so-called tribe “creates ‘truths’ 

that fit their emotional responses” as a means of defense (Hobfoll, 2018, p. 177). Like 

post-truth, some critics root tribalism in the left’s identity politics. Even as he credits its 

work to resolve injustice, renowned political scientist Francis Fukuyama (2018) attributes 

the democratic crisis, at least in part, to identity politics. Across the political spectrum, 

questions of identity have supplanted the economic and ideological concerns that defined 

politics in the past (Fukuyama, 2018). As a result, he argues, “Democratic societies are 
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fracturing into segments based on ever-narrower identities, threatening the possibility of 

deliberation and collective action by society as a whole” (Fukuyama, 2018, para. 11). 

However, identity politics were not originally arguments for separation; they were 

intended to help marginalized communities achieve visibility and secure civil rights 

(Walters, 2017). Identity politics have and continue to serve as “an important corrective 

to the Englightenment fantasy of a view from nowhere” as they demonstrate how 

someone’s “embodied, experienced, and structural location in the world matters” 

(Walters, 2017, p. 480). Yet, even as the left pushed for multiculturalism and inclusion, 

the rejection of universalism and embrace of relativism also adapts to conservative ideas 

of difference (Malik, 2017). These conservative ideas are manifest in tribalism and work 

to exclude on the basis of difference.  

 Under tribalism, contentious political bodies have reforged social memory into a 

weapon of exclusion. Bound as it is to forgetting, social memory is inevitably selective as 

some pasts go unremembered (Ricoeur, 2004; Vivian, 2010). According to Paul Ricoeur 

(2004, p. 412), forgetting “remains the disturbing threat” to social memory’s “faithfulness 

to the past.” However, forgetting as a result of the normal use of memory—i.e., 

departures due to “the problematic of the trace” or memory’s fragility and reliability in 

representation—is distinct from forgetting as an abuse of memory (Ricoeur, 2004, p. 

414). Active forms of forgetting, such as evasion, and the deliberate cultivation of a 

culture of forgetting is an abuse of memory (Ricoeur, 2004). The right often sees itself as 

a victim of such abuses and in turn commits its own. Taking the position of a 

marginalized figure and/or a victim, the right claims that its desired past is actively 
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forgotten by official institutions and mainstream society, which they argue are obsessed 

with Germany’s darkest chapters. Especially for the groups emerging from former GDR 

states, the failure to prioritize victim pasts under the GDR is seen as equally problematic 

(Wüstenberg, 2019). In response, the right deliberately cultivates a memory culture that 

actively evades the Nazi past and posits a mythic German past expressed through familial 

metaphors of inheritance and racial language to exclude opponents. So not only are the 

ships of social memory left and right sailing on different oceans, they are also armed and 

aimed at one another. Social memory’s drive toward community and belonging has 

morphed into a vehicle of marginalization and othering.  

 Under the conditions engendered by post-truthism and tribalism, the far-right is 

once again part of Germany’s sociopolitical reality and raises questions about its post-war 

memory project. Germany is often held as a model for healthy remembrance in nations 

with dark pasts. Its memory culture is built on pedagogical and aesthetic principles 

stressing authenticity, historical accuracy, and named contexts and perpetrators while 

rejecting excess emotionality (Wüstenberg, 2019). More commendable still is how this 

memory culture was “jointly created by memory activists and institutional actors” with 

the state largely limiting itself to a supportive role (Wüstenberg, 2019, p. 98). Yet, one 

must also remember that the Geschichtsbewegung and the Gedenkstättenbewegung that 

shaped the German memoryscape were left-wing social movements effectively narrowing 

the field of acceptable remembrance (Wüstenberg, 2019). As evidenced in this 

dissertation, the right feels this memory culture is incompatible with their political being 

and in turn the left feels the post-war memory project to help educate Germans and the 
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world about the dangers of far-right extremism have failed. This begs the question, has 

Germany failed to find the right balance between remembering and forgetting? If so, 

what then does healthy remembrance in a democratic society responsible for a dark past 

look like if not the German model? More research needs to be done to address the social 

memory problem and forestall the rise of the far-right.   

Humans are temporal beings with the seemingly unique capacity to think with and 

about the past. Despite the importance of the past as a scholarly subject, the past is a 

language and form of thought that belongs to all people (Kirk, 2009). In the 1960s, 

historian John Lukacs (1968/2009), who defined his subject as “the remembered past,” 

already noted the paradoxical development in which society’s interest in and desire for 

the past grew while historical education and historical facts shrank. Although the past has 

always been fragile and subject to manipulations by various parties, its precarity seems 

especially exposed in the post-truth era when seemingly anyone can lay claim and act as 

an arbiter of history. Nowhere is this more evident than in the demonstrations and street 

art that remediate and wield the remembered past as a discursive weapon. Across the 

political spectrum, activists hurl historically-rooted insults as well as accusations of 

historical ignorance and false claims. For some time, the remembered past—whether 

conveyed under the banner of history, memory, or myth—“consist[s] not so much of 

what happens but of what people think happens” (Lukacs, 1968/2009, p. xxxi). The 

relationship to the past is an emotional one as it is wrapped in issues of identity. 

Concerned with the institutionalization of false narratives, Lukacs (2009) cautions the 

scholar to free herself from the concerns of what people think and believe the past to be. 
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While valid, the danger posed manifests long before such formalization; the problem 

must be studied as it emerges in public discourse. Scholars of the remembered past must 

directly address the distortions different agents construct and the sociopolitical and 

cultural motivations (Zamponi, 2018). That said, the pressing issue is not inaccuracy but 

rather, as Lukacs (2009) argues, the deeper failure to understand other human beings that 

such distortions reflect. The very idea of a liberal democracy built on diversity is at stake 

lest society come to understand how its current engagement with the past is dismantling 

sociopolitical life in the present and foreseeable future. 
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APPENDIX A 

POLITICAL BODIES: STATES, PARTIES, AND GROUPS 

States – Contemporary and Historic Referenced 

BRD / 

FRG 

Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland / Federal 

Republic of Germany 

1949–1990, 1990–Present / A federal 

parliamentary constitutional republic that 

followed Allied occupation of Germany. 

Unified Germany carried the same name. 

DDR / 

GDR 

Deutsche Demokratische 

Republik / German 

Democratic Republic 

1949–1990 / A one-party Marxist-Leninist 

socialist republic formed through the merger 

of the KPD and SPD. 

— Deutscher Bund / 

German Confederation 

1815–1848, 1850–1866 / An association of 39 

sovereign states formed from parts of the 

former Holy Roman Empire. 

— Deutsches Kaiserreich / 

German Empire 

1871–1918 / A monarchy, led by Prussia, 

established through the unification of northern 

and southern German states (sans Austria). 

— Heiliges Römisches 

Reich / Holy Roman 

Empire 

800/962–1806 / A confederal elective 

monarchy formed when Karl der Große 

(Charlemagne), known as the Pater Europae, 

spanned multi-ethnic territories to unite much 

of western and central Europe. Dissolved 

during the Napoleonic Wars. 

— Nazi Germany 1933–1945 / A one-party totalitarian 

dictatorship that replaced the Weimar 

Republic after Adolf Hitler was appointed 

Chancellor of Germany in 1933. 

— Weimar Republic 1918–1933 / A federal constitutional republic 

brought about by the German Revolution of 

1918–19 and the abdication of the monarchy. 

Political Parties - Contemporary - Major and Minor Parties Referenced 

AfD Alternative für 

Deutschland / Alternative 

for Germany 

Est. 2013 / A right to far-right populist party 

propagating German nationalism, 

Euroscepticism, anti-Immigration, anti-Islam, 

and economic liberalism.  
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CDU Christlich Demokratische 

Union Deutschlands / 

Christian Democratic 

Union of Germany 

Est. 1945 / A center-right party based in 

liberal conservatism and Christian democracy 

that is pro-Europeanism.  

CSU Christlich-Soziale Union 

in Bayern / Christian 

Social Union in Bavaria 

Est. 1945 / A center-right party often 

partnered with CDU that supports 

conservatism, Christian democracy and 

Bavarian regionalism. 

— Der III. Weg / The III 

Path 

Est. 2013 / A far-right fringe party, primarily 

in southern and eastern Germany, propagating 

neo-Nazism and founded by members of the 

NPD and the Freien Netzes Süd, which was 

banned in 2014.  

LINKE Die Linke / The Left Est. 2007 / A left to far-left populist party 

advocating democratic socialism, anti-

capitalism, and antimilitarism. 

NDP Nationaldemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands / 

National Democratic 

Party of Germany 

Est. 1964 / A far-right party propagating neo-

Nazism, ultranationalism, pan-Germanism, 

anti-globalism, Euroscepticism, and anti-

immigration. 

— Die Rechte / The Right Est. 2012 / A far-right party propagating neo-

Nazism, ultranationalism, pan-Germanism, 

and anti-immigration.  

SPD Sozialdemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands / 

Social Democratic Party 

of Germany 

Est. 1863 / A center-left party advocating 

social democracy based in freedom and social 

justice. It also supports a welfare state and 

Europeanism.  

Political Parties - Historic - Major and Minor Parties Referenced 

KPD Kommunistische Partei 

Deutschlands / 

Communist Party of 

Germany 

1918–1946/1956 / A major far-left political 

party founded by anti-war Leninist socialists. 

This party founded the Antifaschistische 

Aktion, better known as Antifa, in 1932 and 

was a primary political target for Hitler and 

the NSDAP. In East Germany, the party 

merged with the SPD to become the SED in 

1946. In West Germany, the KPD was banned 

in 1956.  



 

324 

NSDAP or 

Nazis 

Nationalsozialistische 

Deutsche Arbeiterpartei / 

National Socialist 

German Workers’ Party 

1920–1945 / A far-right party known as Nazis 

for short that added ethnic nationalism, 

pseudoscientific racism, and authoritarianism 

to the existing ideological platform of its 

predecessor the DAP (Deutsche 

Arbeiterpartei, German Workers’ Party).  

SED Sozialistische 

Einheitspartei 

Deutschlands / Socialist 

Unity Party of Germany 

1946–1989 / A far-left party that ruled over 

the one-party DDR/GDR and was based in 

communism and Marxism-Leninism.  

Contentious Political Groups/Bodies Referenced and Followed in the Field 

Antifa — NA / Often mistakenly believed to refer to an 

organized contentious political body, Antifa 

is a dispersed anti-fascist movement. An array 

of groups and individuals claim the Antifa 

label. The moniker is historically based on the 

KPD’s Antifaschistische Aktion (Antifascist 

Action) established in 1932 as a militant anti-

fascist organization. 

BAGIDA Bayern gegen die 

Islamisierung des 

Abendlandes / (Bavaria 

against the Islamization of 

the Occident) 

Jan.–Apr. 2015 / The short-lived Bavarian 

chapter of PEGIDA. It was eventually 

disbanded because of its neo-Nazi 

connections and replaced with PEGIDA-

München. 

BÄRGIDA Berlin PEGIDA Jan. 2015–Apr. 2018 / A play on Berlin’s 

bear symbol, BÄRGIDA is the Berlin chapter 

of PEGIDA and supports the same positions 

and espouses the same rhetoric as its Dresden 

counterpart. 

— Berlin Gegen Nazis / 

(Berlin Against Nazis) 

Est. 2014 / Berlin based network of 60 plus 

groups tracking, fact-checking, and taking 

political actions against right-wing 

extremism, racism, and anti-Semitism. 

— Berlin Nazifrei / (Berlin 

Nazi-free) 

Re-est. 2014 / Berlin-based alliance re-

established in 2014 as a counter response to a 

rise in political actions on the right. Takes on 

Antifa label and focuses its efforts on 

combatting neo-Nazis. 
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BFD Biker für Deutschland / 

(Bikers for Germany) 

Est. date unknown (Facebook presence est. 

2018) / National biker association advocating 

nationalism and right-wing ideas, but it 

explicitly rejects party politics and 

affiliations. Holds political actions, 

specifically motorcycle demonstrations, in 

various cities.  

 Bildung statt Rassismus / 

(Education instead of 

Racism) 

Est. 2015 / Dresden-based student association 

established in opposition to PEGIDA and 

LEGIDA and racism in general.  

 Bündnis für ein offenes 

Dresden / (Alliance for an 

Open Dresden) 

Est. 2015 / An alliance for an open and 

tolerant Dresden that is supported by Dresden 

– Place to Be! e.V. social organization. 

Political actions focus on immigration and 

racism. 

 Bündnis für ein 

weltoffenes und tolerantes 

Berlin / (Alliance for a 

Cosmopolitan and 

Tolerant Berlin)  

Est. Sept. 2016 / The alliance—consisting of 

welfare and social associations, trade unions, 

religious and ideological communities, 

associations and clubs—works to defend 

Berlin as a cosmopolitan and tolerant city 

against right-wing populist and right-wing 

extremist groups, especially with regard to 

migration and refugees. They oppose all 

forms of hatred, violence, racism, 

xenophobia, and discrimination.  

— Bündnis Gegen Naziterror 

und Rassismus / (Alliance 

Against Nazi Terror and 

Racism)  

Est. 2013 / The alliance was founded in 

Munich following exposure of the National 

Socialist Underground. Motivated by 

solidarity with the victims of NSU terror and 

their families, the group works to counter 

state and social racism. They also work to 

achieve historical justice for the 1980 

Oktoberfest bombing in Munich.   

CSD-

München 

Christopher Street Day 

München 

Est. 28 Jun. 1980 / CSD-München traces its 

orgins to 1980 when a small group led a 

“Stonewall-Demo” through Munich. The 

annual demonstration to mark Christopher 

Street Day is now referred to as a 

“Politparade” (political parade) and includes 

several different groups and organizations.  
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— Die Vielen / (The Many) Est. Jun. 2017 / The group, which has a 

handful of chapters including in Berlin and 

Munich, works to promote international 

attitudes, tolerance in all areas of culture, as 

well as internationalism in public education. 

Their political action works against right-

wing populism and right-wing extremism. 

They are especially engaged in the 

performing and visual arts and supported by 

artist and cultural institution networks.   

— Dresden für alle / 

(Dresden for All) 

Est. 2014 or 2015 / The network includes 

over 100 Dresden initiatives, organizations, 

groups, and institutions in support of a 

democratic society free of discrimination and 

ground in human rights. The network was 

informally founded in Nov. 2014 and 

formally register in April 2015.  

— Bündnis Dresden Nazifrei 

/ (Alliance Dresden Nazi-

free) 

Est. Oct. 2009 / The alliance brings together 

anti-fascist individuals, organizations, and 

parties in southeast Saxony. It organizes 

resistance against PEGIDA as well as neo-

Nazi commemorations in Dresden, especially 

ones that instrumentalize the February 13, 

1945 bombing anniversary. It also carries out 

political action to show solidarity with 

refugees in Dresden.  

— Gemeint Sind Wir Alle / 

(Meant Are We All) 

Est. date unknown / An alliance of 

individuals, organizations, parties, and 

cultural institiutions in Bavaria (based in 

Nuremberg and Munich) standing against 

neo-Nazism and racism. 

— Herz statt Hetze / (Heart 

instead of Agitation) 

Est. 2015 / Dresden-based alliance of civil 

organizations, political parties, and cultural 

institutions fighting for a cosmopolitan city 

free of racism and discrimination.  

IBD Identitäre Bewegung 

Deutschland / Identitarian 

Movement Germany 

Est. 2012 or 2014 / The German branch of the 

Identitarian Movement (founded in France) 

first appeared online in 2012 and officially 

registered in 2014. The far-right group 

espouses a rascist doctrine of ethnopluralism 
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and nationalism. Under Verfassungsschutz 

(Federal Office for the Protection of the 

Constitution) surveillance for possible threat 

to the German constitution since 2016, IBD 

was classified as a right-wing extremist group 

in July 2019. 

— Kein Bock Auf Nazis / 

(Not in the Mood for 

Nazis) 

Est. 2006 / Founded by the Berlin-based band 

ZSK and the Antifaschistischen Pressearchiv 

und Bildungszentrum e.V. (apabiz), the group 

has worked to support, network, and inform 

young people about the dangers of right-wing 

extremism and is supported by big-name 

musical artists and company sponsors. 

— München ist bunt / 

(Munich is Colorful) 

Est. date unknown (at least since 2013) / 

München ist bunt is a local alliance of civil 

society initiatives and local political 

institutions working against racism and right-

wing politics and advocating for democracy 

and diversity. It has been especially active in 

its contentious politics since 2015. 

— NSU Watch Est. Apr. 2013 / Technically an independent 

watch blog, the volunteers and civil society 

initiatives behind it have worked to research 

and educate the public about the National 

Socialist Underground (NSU). It is located at 

the Antifaschistischen Pressearchiv und 

Bildungszentrum Berlin (apabiz) and the 

Antifaschistischen Informations-, 

Dokumentations- und Archivstelle München 

(a.i.d.a.). It has several branches acting as an 

information network of political actions.  

— Omas gegen Rechts 

Berlin / (Grannies against 

Right Berlin) 

Est. 2018 / Inspired by the Austrian group of 

the same name, this Berlin chapter stands for 

democracy, diversity, tolerance, and 

environmentalism. It stands against right-

wing populism, discrimination, stigma and 

violence. 

PEGIDA Patriotische Europäer 

gegen die Islamisierung 

des Abendlandes / 

Est. Oct. 2014 / Far-right anti-Islam and anti-

immigration group advocating for German 

nationalism and pan-Europeanism. The group 
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Patriotic Europeans 

against the Islamization of 

the Occident 

fights what it believes to be the Islamization 

of Germany. Led by Lutz Bachmann.  

 

PEGIDA-

München 

Patriotische Europäer 

gegen die Islamisierung 

des Abendlandes – 

München / Patriotic 

Europeans against the 

Islamization of the 

Occident – Munich  

Est. Apr. 2015 / Rebranded political body that 

split from controversial BAGIDA. Serves as 

Munich branch of Dresden-based PEGIDA 

and shares their politics. Led by  

Michael Stürzenberger. 

 

— Reclaim Club Culture Est. date unknown (at least since 2017) / 

Alliance of clubs and clubbers (mostly in 

Berlin) seeking to protect club culture against 

(neo-)Nazis. AfD is often the focus of their 

political actions. Pro-democracy, anti-

capitalism, and pro-feminism are strong 

themes as well.  

— Refugees Welcome Est. 2014 / International network that began 

in Germany and has since branched out to 13 

additional countries. It advocates immigration 

protections, multiculturalism, and open 

borders. 

— Revolutionärer 1. Mai – 

Berlin / (Revolutionary 

1st of May – Berlin) 

Est. date unknown (at least since 2016) / Far-

left Berlin-based group in general memory of 

1919 revolution and International Workers’ 

Day, but also in local memory of the 

revolutionary 1 May 1987. The group calls 

for a social revolution to abolish capitalism 

and bring about communism. It also supports 

open borders and stands against racism.  

— Revolutionärer 1. Mai – 

München / 

(Revolutionary 1st of 

May – Munich) 

Est. date unknown (at least since 2016) / Far-

left Munich-based group in memory of the 

revolutionary 1 May 1919, which celebrated 

100 years of the Räterepublik in 2019. 

The group calls for a social revolution to 

abolish capitalism and bring about 

communism. 

— Rosa Liste München / 

(Pink List Munich) 

Est. 1990 / Technically a voter initiative, the 

Munich-based political group represents the 
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interests of LGBTQ+ persons at the local 

level. The name is based on a historic Munich 

registry of homosexuals, which was Munich 

Police kept until 1987. They are regularly 

involved in the Christopher Street Day 

“Politparade” in Munich.   

VVN-

BdA 

Vereinigung der 

Verfolgten des 

Naziregimes - Bund der 

Antifaschistinnen und 

Antifaschisten / 

(Association of those 

Persecuted by the Nazi 

Regime – Association of 

Antifascists) 

Est. 1947 / Berlin-based political 

confederation that emerged from victims’ 

associations. Politically diverse, its principal 

aim is to fight fascism and war. Communism 

and Antifa are strong influences.  

WfD Wir für Deutschland / 

(We for Germany) 

2015 or 2017–Jan. 2020 / Originally 

appearing under the unofficial label “Wir Wir 

für Berlin & Wir für Deutschland,” the group 

was officially registered in 2017 under the 

shorter moniker. Known for their „Merkel-

mus-weg” demonstrations, the group 

advocated nationalism and other right-wing 

politics. The group, which struggled with 

neo-Nazi associations, dissolved in 2020.  
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APPENDIX B 

FIELDWORK SITES AND ACTIVITIES 

The following lists the primary fieldwork sites and activities in each city. Not 

represented in this list are the flaneur-inspired walks. Equipped with a FitBit, I walked 

1,344 kilometers traversing Dresden, Berlin, and Munich.  

Legend 

ME memorial L lecture D demonstration 

MU museum T tour W walking path 

HS historical site E event S street sign or square 

P performance A app O other 

If underlined, listing includes multiple sites. 

 

Dresden 

Site/Activity Code 

Albertinum MU/HS 

Augustusbrücke [Augustus Bridge] HS 

Brühl’s Terrasse [Brühl's Terrace] HS 

Caspar David Friedrich Denkmal [Monument to Caspar David 

Friedrich] 

ME 

Denkmal der Roten Armee [Memorial of the Red Army] ME 

“Der Schäfer der Frauenkirche” [“The Shepherd of the Frauenkirche” 

talk given by Dieter Schlafke at the Frauenkirche] 

L/HS 

Die Welt der DDR [The World of the GDR] MU 

Dreikönigskirche HS 

Dresden 1900 [restaurant] O 



 

331 

Dresden Neustadt A/T 

Dresden Walks T 

Edward Snowden Platz S 

Erich Kästner’s Als ich ein kleiner Junge war (1957) [book]  O 

Erich Kästner “Junge auf der Mauer” [“Boy on the Wall” childhood 

memorial] 

ME 

Erich Kästner Königsbrücker Str. 66B [childhood home plaque] ME 

Erich-Kästner-Denkmal [author memorial] ME 

Erich Kästner Museum MU/HS 

Erich Kästner Viertel [defunct digital tour] O 

Ernst Rietschel Denkmal [Monument to Ernst Rietschel] ME 

Felix Mendelssohn concert to mark 500 Years Reformation at 

Frauenkirche 

P/HS 

Frauenkirche ME/MU/HS 

Friedrich August dem Gerechten Denkmal [Monument of Frederick 

Augustus I] 

ME 

Friedrich August II König Von Sachsen Denkmal [Monument of 

Frederick Augustus II] 

ME 

Friedrich Schiller Denkmal [Monument of Friedrich Schiller] ME 

Fürstenzug [Procession of Princes] ME/HS 

Gedenkstätte Bautzner Straße [Bautzner Straße Memorial] HS/MU/ME 

Gedenkstätte Münchner Platz [Memorial Münchner Platz] HS/MU/ME 

Gedenkstein Jorge Gomondai [Memorial stone Jorge Gomondai] ME 

Goldener Reiter [Golden Rider; statue of August the Strong] ME 

Gottfried Semper Denkmal [Monument to Gottfried Semper] ME 

Grünes Gewölbe [Green Vault] MU/HS 
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Hofkirche HS 

Johann-Friedrich-Böttger Denkmal [Monument to Johann Friedrich] ME 

Ludwig Richter Denkmal [Monument to Ludwig Richter]  ME 

Lutherbäume [Luther memorial trees] ME 

Martin Luther Kirche HS 

Martin Luther Statue ME 

Militärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr [Bundeswehr Military 

History Museum] 

HS/MU/ME 

“Nur für Arier” Bank [“Only for Aryans” bench] ME 

Palais Großer Garten [Grand Garden Palace] HS 

Panometer Asisi Panorama MU 

Parole Kästner! at Kleines Haus Staatsschauspiel Dresden P 

PEGIDA/Anti-PEGIDA demos D/HS 

Pfunds Molkerei HS 

Reichspogromnacht-Gedenken bei Gedenkstele für zerstörte Synagoge 

[Pogrom remembrance event at the memorial to the destroyed 

synagogue] 

E/HS 

Reformation celebrations at Neumarkt E 

Revolutionsweg [Revolutionary Path] W 

Rosa Luxemburg Platz und Denkmal [Rosa Luxemburg Square and 

Memorial] 

ME 

Sankt Martin Kirche ME 

Semperoper HS/T 

Sophienkeller [restaurant] O/HS 

Stadtmuseum [city museum] MU/HS 

Stickers, graffiti and street art O 
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Stolpersteine ME/HS 

Verkehrsmuseum Dresden [Dresden Transport Museum] MU/HS 

Zwinger HS 

 

Berlin (Partial List) 

Site/Activity Code 

1914–2014 Eine Zeitreise [1914–2014 A Time Travel] ME 

1920s Berlin Project in Second Life O 

Albrecht Graf von Roon Denkmal [Monument to Albrecht Graf von 

Roon] 

ME 

Alter Mauerturm [Old Berlin Wall Tower] HS 

AfD Frauenmarsch/anti-AfD demo D 

Audiovideoguide Red Orchestra A/T 

Balanceakt [Balancing Act] ME 

Berliner Dom [Berlin Cathedral] HS/MU 

Berlin overview tour “Free Tour of Berlin” by SANDEMANs T 

Berliner Mauer - Topographie des Terrors [Berlin Wall remains by 

Topography of Terror] 

HS/ME 

Berlin Wall memorials ME 

Berliner Schloss HS 

Besucherzentrum der Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer [Visitor Center 

Berlin Wall Memorial] 

O 

Bethlehemkirchplatz [Bethlehem Church Square] HS/S/ME 

Bikers für Deutschland demo D 

Bismarck-Nationaldenkmal [Bismarck National Memorial] ME 

Black Box MU/HS 
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Boulevard der Stars [Boulevard of the Stars] ME 

Brandenburger Tor [Brandenburg Gate] HS/ME 

Brandenburger Tor Museum [Brandenburg Gate Museum] MU 

B-Town: Nikolaiviertel A/T 

Bundesministerium der Finanzen [Ministry of Finance] HS/O 

Checkpoint Charlie HS/ME 

Claire Waldoff Denkmal [Claire Waldoff Memorial] ME 

Cold War tour “Communist Berlin and Berlin Wall Tour” by 

SANDEMANs 

T 

Conrad Schumann Memorial ME 

“Crossing the Border at the Palace of Tears 1962–1989” A 

DDR Museum MU 

Denkmal für die ermordeten Juden Europas [Memorial to Murdered 

Jews of Europe] 

ME/MU 

Denkmal für die im Nationalsozialismus ermordeten Sinti und Roma 

Europas [Memorial to the Sinti and Roma Victims of National 

Socialism] 

ME 

Denkmal für die im Nationalsozialismus verfolgten Homosexuellen 

[Memorial to Homosexual Persecuted under Nazism] 

ME 

Denkmal für die Opfer der Mauer [Memorial for the Victims of the 

Wall] 

ME 

Denkmal für die Opfer des Mauerbaus und der deutschen Teilung 

[Memorial for the Victims of the Wall and German Division] 

ME 

Denkmal Rosenstraße  HS/ME 

Denkmal zur Bücherverbrennung am 10. Mai 1933 [Memorial to May 

10, 1933 Nazi Book Burning] 

HS/ME 

Denkmal zur Erinnerung an 96 von den Nationalsozialisten ermordete 

Reichstagsabgeordnete [Memorial to the Murdered Members of the 

Reichstag] 

ME 
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Denkzeichen für die Gründer des Palastes [Memorial for Founders of 

the Friedrichstadt-Palast] 

ME 

“Der Rufer” [“The Caller”] ME 

Deutsche Kinemathek Museum für Film und Fernsehen [German Film 

and Television Museum] 

MU 

Deutscher Dom “Wege-Irrwege-Umwege” Ausstellung [German 

Cathedral “Paths-Wrong Turns-Detours” exhibition]  

HS/MU 

Deutsches Historisches Museum [German Historical Museum] HS-MU 

Dokumentationszentrum Berliner Mauer [Berlin Wall Documentation 

Center] 

MU 

East Side Gallery HS/ME 

Ephraim-Palais Museum HS/MU 

Erste Homosexuelle Emanzipationsbewegung [The First Homosexuality 

Emancipation Movement] 

ME 

“Familie Holzapfel: Mit der Seilbahn über die Mauer” [“Family 

Holzapfel: With the Zipline Over the Wall”] comic memorial 

ME 

“Friede sei mit Dir” [“Peace Be with You” wall art] O 

Gedenk- und Informationsort für die Opfer der nationalsozialistischen 

“Euthanasie”-Morde [Memorial and Information Center for the Victims 

of the National Socialist “Euthanasia” Murders] 

ME 

Gedenkort Peter Fechter ME 

Gedenkort “Weiße Kreuze” [Memorial Place “White Crosses”]  ME 

Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer [Berlin Wall Memorial at Bautzner Straße] HS/ME/MU 

Gedenkstätte Deutscher Widerstand [German Resistance Memorial 

Center] 

HS/ME/MU 

Geisterbahnhöfe - Berlin Nordbahnhof [Ghost Stations - Berlin 

Nordbahnhof] 

HS/ME 

Gendarmenmarkt HS 

Geschichtsmeile Wilhelmstraße [Historic Mile Wilhelmstraße] W 
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Geschichtspark Ehemaliges Zellengefängnis Moabit [History Park Cell 

Prison Moabit] 

HS/ME 

Goethe-Denkmal [Goethe Memorial] ME 

Grenzhaus Bernauer Straße 10a [Border house Bernauer Straße 10a] HS 

Helmut-Graf-von-Moltke-Denkmal [Helmut Graf von Moltke 

Monument] 

ME 

Historical S-Bahn sign ME 

Historische Ampelanlage [Historical street light] ME 

Hitler’s bunker O 

Humboldt Box MU 

Jewish Cemetery HS 

Johann Georg Elser Denkmal [Memorial to Johann Georg Elser] ME 

KaDeWe HS 

Kapelle der Versöhnung [Chapel of Reconciliation] HS/ME 

Kohl-Bush-Gorbachev Denkmal [Kohl, Bush, Gorbachev Monument] ME 

KW Gedächtniskirche HS/ME/MU 

Liebknecht und Luxemburg Denkmal [Liebknecht and Luxemburg 

Memorial] 

ME 

Lutherdenkmal [Luther Memorial] ME/HS 

March For Our Lives demo by American Voices Abroad and Democrats 

Abroad 

D 

“Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate! … Tear down this wall!” ME 

Museum für Kommunikation Berlin [Museum for Communication] MU 

Mutter Hoppe [restaurant] O 

NaturFreunde environmental demo D 

Neptunbrunnen [Neptune Fountain] O 
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Neue Wache  HS/ME 

Nikolaikirche HS/MU 

Nikolaiviertel 1237 W 

Platz des Volksaufstandes von 1953 [Square of the People’s Uprising of 

1953] 

HS/S/ME 

Pokemon Go A 

Potsdamer Platz HS/ME 

Reiterstandbild Friedrichs des Großen [Equestrian statue of Frederick 

the Great] 

ME 

Schillerbrunnen [Schiller Fountain] ME 

Schloss Bellevue [Bellevue Palace] HS 

Siegessäule [Victory Column] HS/ME/MU 

Sophienkirche HS 

Sowjetisches Ehrenmal im Tiergarten [Soviet War Memorial in 

Tiergarten] 

ME 

Spree boat tour T 

St. Georg – Der Drachentöter [St. George - The Dragon Slayer] O 

St. Marienkirche HS 

Stickers, graffiti and street art O 

Stolpersteine ME/HS 

Storytude A 

Talking Statues ME/A 

The Wall Asisi Panorama MU 

The Wall Museum MU 

Third Reich tour “Berlin Third Reich Tour” by SANDEMANs T 

Timetraveler  A 
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Topographie des Terrors [Topography of Terror] HS/ME/MU 

Tränenpalast [Palace of Tears] HS/MU/A 

Two Young Soldiers Hanged by SS plaque ME 

unnamed pacifist demos (pro-Russia and pro-Yemen) D 

Unofficial memorial to victims of the Wall ME 

ver.di labor protest for Berlin firefighters D 

Wappenbrunnen [Coat of Arms Fountain] ME 

Züge ins Leben – Züge in den Tod: 1938–1939 [Trains to Life - Trains 

to Death: 1938–1939] 

ME 

Zur Gerichtslaube [restaurant] HS/O 

 

Munich 

Site/Activity Code 

8. November 1939 (Johann Georg Elser Denkmal) [8 November 1939 

(Johann Georg Elser Memorial)] 

ME 

AIDS-Memorial ME 

Bavaria ME 

Berchtesgaden and Eagle’s Nest HS/T/MU 

Bodendenkmal zur Erinnerung an die Flugblattaktion der „Weißen 

Rose“ [Sidewalk Memorial in Memory of the Leaflet Action of the 

White Rose] 

ME 

Bodengedenkplatte für Kurt Eisner [Sidewalk Memorial for Kurt 

Eisner] 

ME 

Denkmal für die in der NS-Zeit verfolgten Lesben und Schwulen 

[Monument to the Gays and Lesbians Persecuted under the Nazi 

Regime] 

ME 

Denkmal für die Opfer der NS-Gewaltherrschaft [Memorial for the 

Victims of Nazi Tyranny] 

ME 
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Denkmal für die Opfer des Oktoberfestattentats [Memorial for the 

Victims of the Oktoberfest Bombing] 

HS/ME 

Denkmal für Maximilian I Joseph [Memorial for Maximilian I 

Joseph] 

ME 

Denkmal für Maximilian II. Joseph (Maxmonument) [Memorial for 

Maximilian II Joseph (Maxmonument)] 

ME 

Denkstätte Weisse Rose [White Rose Memorial Exhibition] HS/ME/MU 

Drückebergergasse [Shirker's Alley] ME/HS 

“Ein Ort. Seine Geschichte.” Ausstellung - ehemaliges Wittelsbacher 

Palais [“One Place. It’s Story.” Exhibit - former Wittelsbacher Palais] 

ME 

Feldherrnhalle [Field Marshals’ Hall] ME/HS 

Friedensengel [Angel of Peace] ME 

Gedenkstein an den Widerstand gegen das NS-Regime [Memorial 

Stone to the Resistance against the Nazi Regime] 

ME 

Georg-Elser-Gedenktafel [Georg Elser Plaque] ME 

Geschwister-Scholl-Platz [Siblings Scholl Square] S 

Hofbräuhaus München HS 

Jüdisches Museum München [Jewish Museum München] MU/HS 

Karolinenplatz Obelisk ME 

Königsplatz [King’s Square] HS 

Kriegerdenkmal im Hofgarten [Soldier Memorial in Hofgarten] ME 

KZ-Gedenkstätte Dachau [Dachau Concentration Camp Memorial 

Site] 

HS/ME/MU/T 

Mariensäule [Marian Column] ME 

NS-Dokumentationszentrum [Nazi Documentation Center] HS/MU 

NSU-Prozess “Kein Schlussstrich” demo D 

Orte Erinnern app A 
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Overview tour by SANDEMANs T 

PEGIDA-München/Anti-PEGIDA demos D 

Platz der Opfer des Nationalsozialismus [Square of the Victims of 

National Socialism] 

ME/S 

Professor-Huber-Platz [Professor Huber Square] S 

Promenadeplatz ME 

Pulse of Europe demo D 

Reiterdenkmal Ludwig I. [Ludwig I equestrian statue] ME 

Reiterdenkmal für Maximilian I. [Maximilian I equestrian statue] ME 

Reiterdenkmal Otto I. [Otto I. equestrian statue] ME 

Ruhmeshalle [Hall of Fame] HS/ME 

Siegestor [Victory Gate] HS/ME 

Stadtgründungsfest [City Foundation Festival] E 

Stadtmuseum [City Museum] MU/HS 

Stickers, graffiti and street art O 

ThemenGeschichtsPfad History of Lesbians and Gays W 

ThemenGeschichtsPfad History of the Women’s Movement W 

ThemenGeschichtsPfad National Socialism W 

ThemenGeschichtsPfad Places of Remembrance W 

Theresienwiese HS 

Third Reich tour by SANDEMANs T 

Tram Cafe O 

Viktualienmarkt HS 

Weisse Rose Saal HS/ME 
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APPENDIX C 

REFLECTIONS ON METHOD AND POSITIONALITY 

A key practice since the late 1980s, reflexivity is essential to qualitative research, 

especially when using ethnographic methods (Brennen, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

Through reflexivity, the focus shifts to a different kind of place, a place occupied by one. 

In addition to practicing reflexivity via fieldnotes throughout the process, I wrote a 

creative literary autoethnography (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) upon my return to help 

synthesize my field experience. In addition to its therapeutic value, the autoethnography 

helped me gain a better understanding of my relationship with my methods and how I, as 

a queer German American woman with leftist politics, could and could not relate to place 

and contentious political bodies in Dresden, Berlin, and Munich. I summarize some of 

these reflections to provide some insight into the interpretive processes through which the 

previous analysis was produced.     

 Rarely granted its rightful status as method, walking was essential to my field 

engagement, to my reflexive practice, and to my navigation of social and general anxiety, 

mental health being another overlooked topic in qualitative methods discussions. 

Walking has a deep intellectual history extending back to the Sophists (Solnit, 2000). 

Nietzsche, one of the few to stress the importance of walking for his work, famously 

needed the detached solitude of walking in nature to think (Gros, 2014). Benjamin 

(1982/1999) and de Certeau (1984) both walked to understand the lived experience of 

urban environments and engage in cultural criticism. Halbwachs (1950/1980) walked to 

think himself into his milieu and commune with the past. I too walked. I walked to get 
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out of my head and in it. I walked to escape and immerse myself in place. I walked to let 

go and to make sense. I walked to open my lungs and stretch my back. I walked until my 

knees ached and my heels bled. Walking became the foundation of every field experience 

and the sensemaking that followed.  

Walking is an experience in and of itself, an experience that brings you into the 

continuous, biological presence of your own body and its relationship to ever-changing 

landscapes (Husserl, 1931/1981). The confluence of bodily movement and environment 

are a waltz from which neither leaves as it came. The rhythmic bounce as one foot falls 

and the other rises. The fluid repetition of limbs, breath, and blood. But also the 

quickening pace to make a light; the pause when it is not caught. The paths, designed by 

some absent figure, that become your connection to those who walked before you. The 

satisfying exhaustion you feel even before you have finished, for you are not just 

traversing the world, you are making it with your own two feet. But you do not make it 

alone, and at no time was this clearest than standing and walking with protesting bodies. 

A semi-ordered assembly, the protesting body is a placemaking body, seeking to layer its 

political being on the landscape.    

I took inspiration from that most famous of walking figures, the flâneur, but 

quickly found it incompatible with my fieldsites and with my person. The flâneur persists 

as a scholarly and literary figure, despite having long been pronounced dead. Even as 

Walter Benjamin elaborated the figure between 1927 and 1940, the flâneur was already 

past, a peculiar mythic creature of a precise moment in space-time (Lauster, 2007). The 

flâneur is a distinctly Parisian character who emerged in response to the anonymity, 
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alienation, and confusion that marked modern urban life. Even so, authors have tried to 

emulate his style and techniques in other times and spaces, but in doing so changed his 

character. For example, writing in Berlin in the 1920s, Franz Hessel’s (1929/2016) 

flânerie efforts were met with great suspicion. Thus, the invisible position from which the 

flâneur casts his gaze was lost in the German context and thereby changed his activities. 

In Hessel’s case, German suspicion may explain why the lengthiest treatment was given 

to his experience as a tourist, an identity far removed from the French flâneur who holds 

little interest in tourist activities or major city sights (White, 2001). Despite Germany’s 

strong walking culture, the dawdling gaze of flânerie was most unwelcome in my own 

field experience. On the spectrum of openness to flânerie, in which France is openness 

and the U.S. is closedness, German public space lies somewhere in between; it is to be 

entered with purpose, with destination, or at the very least moved through at some pace.  

The difficulty of flânerie in the German context was further complicated by my 

person. The embodiment of masculine privilege and leisure, the flâneur emerged as a 

defense mechanism against threats to masculine authority. He unapologetically claimed 

public space to secure the class and gender order of 19th century Paris (D’Souza & 

McDonough, 2006). This included exercising his gaze to render women passive, erotic 

objects. While some feminists have tried to conceive of a female counterpart, a flâneuse, 

such a figure was historically impossible and restricts the complex relationship women 

had and have to public space (D’Souza & McDonough, 2006; Wolff, 2006). Female 

experiences of public space remain markedly different from that of the flâneur—from 

perceptions of spaces that lack meaningful female representations to extra cautions taken 
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against bodily threats. The latter especially impacted methodological decisions regarding 

activities in the field (i.e., no late nights, sites that were walkable or easily accessible via 

public transportation, sites near crowded city centers as opposed to the outskirts of town). 

I did not, could not occupy space with the supposed command of the flâneur. Pushing the 

boundaries of acceptable public behavior, I became conspicuous. I felt the need to justify 

my presence and became embarrassed when I stood alone in a space not designed for 

lingering. I found myself reaching for props—smartphone, map, camera—behind which 

to hide my lack of a legible purpose for occupying a space (see Scalway, 2006 for similar 

case). Even as I tried to emulate the behaviors of the flâneur, I could not embody him.  

My “failed” gender performance compounded this and played a greater role in my 

field experience than anticipated. As a masculine-of-center woman, I am accustomed to 

querying looks, misgendering and the embarrassment or defensiveness that follows, and 

in a few cases verbal aggression, particularly in bathrooms. It has been my American 

experience, southern and northern, rural and urban, though admittedly to varying degrees. 

Yet, having idealized German space as open to alternative forms of being and bubbled by 

a wholeheartedly accepting German family, I was not prepared for my gender to shape 

my experience in the more socially conservative cities of Dresden and Munich. As is 

often the case, Berlin was an anomalous experience as my gender was rarely 

acknowledged much less problematized—in part a reflection of Berlin’s social liberalism 

and in part the language of interaction. Often read as a tourist, people would 

automatically address me in English, which unlike German is often informal even among 

strangers and does not stress gender in the same ways. 
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In Dresden and Munich, people repeatedly misgendered and policed me in public 

space for my gender nonconformity. These ranged from being mistakenly sirred by 

customer service persons whose embarrassment turned to excessive apologies or 

nonverbal accusations that the error was the fault of my illegible body to the rude 

engagements of others who bluntly asked my sex and challenged my choice of 

presentation (usually my short hair). It is what Hannah Gadsby refers to as being “a man 

at a glance” and the ostracizing aftermath when you inevitably “don’t pass muster” with 

closer scrutiny (Parry, 2018). These were rarely malicious, but they did highlight my 

difference and, in the case of the blunt inquiries and challenges, they clearly cast me 

outside the group. Bodies are disciplined differently and afforded different ways of being.  

Walking is simultaneously a mode of making and being in the world (de Certeau, 

1984; Solnit, 2000). Already concerned with the appearance of my presence in space on 

account of my anxiety and cultural insecurities, my gender non-conforming female body 

meant that I could not embody the flâneur in the traditional sense, because I existed in a 

different relationship to space. I entered German spaces fearing I would be othered, 

which in turn amplified the experience of cultural differences and heightened my 

awareness of how my body was read by others (or my perception of how it could be 

read). The discomfort of otherness (real and perceived) limited my commitment to 

occupy and command spaces and in turn my ability to push the lines of unacceptable 

behavior and forge intimate knowledge of place. 

These general difficulties met new challenges when engaging place among 

contentious political bodies of varying politics. Physical blockades and demonstration 
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pens sometimes resulted in physical distance from the protesting bodies; however, I 

found my response to these obstacles differed based on the group’s politics. To the extent 

that my social anxiety would allow, I generally mingled among the left’s protesting 

bodies with greater confidence and sought entry where possible. However, I found myself 

gravitating toward barriers and counter-protesting bodies when observing the far-right. 

The motivation was not necessarily safety; the physical barrier was a clear division I 

desired between their politics and mine, their being and my own. Although sympathetic 

to the identity needs of those who call for national pride, I, as a mildly engaged leftist and 

dual citizen, did not feel welcome nor desire association with their politics and their 

placemaking. That said, regardless of politics, my social anxiety resulted in more passive 

than active participation, which is a clear limitation compared to more traditionally 

engaged ethnographies.   
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APPENDIX D 

IN-PERSON PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION DEMONSTRATIONS 

Dresden 

Date Group Demo Motto - 

Purpose 

Type Start–End Size 

28.10.

2017 

PEGIDA  

(+ counter 

protest) 

“3 Jahre 

PEGIDA” - third 

anniversary 

rally Theaterplatz  

(counter protest at 

Sophienstraße & 

Chiaverigasse) 

2,200–

3,5001  

(personal 

estimate: 

100 counter 

protesters)2 

13.11.

2017 

PEGIDA Montagsdemons

tration 

walk - 

circular 

Wiener Platz unavailable 

(estimate: 

200-300) 

 

Berlin 

Date Group Demo Motto - 

Purpose 

Type Start–End Size 

17.02.

2018 

AfD  

(+ counter 

protest) 

Frauenmarsch / 

Women’s March 

walk - 

linear 

Mehringplatz–

Bundeskanzleramt 

(blocked on 

Friedrichstraße, near 

Checkpoint Charlie) 

450–550  

(ca. 900 

counter 

protesters)3 

24.03.

2018 

American 

Voices 

Abroad, 

Democrats 

Abroad - 

Berlin 

March for Our 

Lives 

rally Pariser Platz 180–2004 

24.03.

2018 

unnamed 

group 

pacifism, pro-

Yemen 

rally Pariser Platz unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 

15–20) 

28.03.

2018 

Ver.di #BerlinBrennt; 

labor protest for 

Berlin fire 

department 

rally Rotes Rathaus 

(Rathausstraße) 

unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 50)  
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18.04.

2018 

NaturFreunde environmental rally Pariser Platz unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 

100) 

18.04.

2018 

unnamed 

group 

pacifism, pro-

Russia 

rally Pariser Platz unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 10) 

20.05.

2018 

Biker für 

Deutschland 

Großdemo  drive - 

linear 

Olympischer Platz–

Platz des 18. März 

ca. 3005 

 

 

Munich 

Date Group Demo Motto - 

Purpose 

Type Start-End Size 

09.05.

2018 

PEGIDA-

München  

(+ counter 

protest) 

“Gewaltfrei & 

vereint gegen 

Glaubens- & 

Stellvertreterkr

ieger auf 

deutschem 

Boden” 

info 

stand 

St. Michael Kirche unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 7 

PEGIDA,  

12 counter 

protesters) 

02.06.

2018 

PEGIDA-

München 
Regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Marienplatz unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 

100-200) 

03.06.

2018 

Pulse of 

Europe 
“#PulseofEuro

pe,” pro-EU, 

pan-European 

identity 

rally Marienplatz unavailable 

(personal 

estimate: 

300) 

11.07.

2018 
Bündnis 

Gegen 

Naziterror 

und 

Rassismus  

and left 

coalition 

“Kein 

Schlussstrich– 

5 Jahre NSU-

Prozess” 

walk - 

linear 

Amtsgericht München 

to Bayerisches 

Staatsministerium des 

Innern/Bayerisches 

Staatsministerium 

der Finanzen und für 

Heimat 

ca. 3,0006 
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1 (Dresdner Neueste Nachrichten, 2017; Polenz, 2017) 
2 This number is my own estimate at the time of my attendance that evening. Counter 

protesters had already held six different events that day with hundreds of participants per 

eventand around 3,000 for the primary “Herz statt Hetze” rally, according to Dresdner 

Neueste Nachrichten (2017). 
3 (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, February 17, 2018; Fiedler, 2018)  
4 (American Voices Abroad Berlin & Democrats Abroad Germany Berlin, 2018) 
5 (Berlin Gegen Nazis, 2019) 
6 (Muenchen.de, July 12, 2018) 
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APPENDIX E 

VIRTUAL PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION DEMONSTRATIONS1 

Dresden 

 

Date Group Demo Motto -

Purpose 

Type Start-End Size 

18.09.

2017 

PEGIDA 

and AfD 

Wahlkampf 

2017 

walk - 

circular 

Neumarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): PEGIDA live 

25.09.

2017 

PEGIDA Celebration of 

AfD election 

to Bundestag  

walk - 

circular 

Neumarkt route ca. 1,5002 

Video source(s): PEGIDA live, Ruptly 

16.10.

2017 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Altmarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

28.10.

2017 

left coalition Herz Statt 

Hetze - “Für 

ein Dresden 

ohne 

Rassismus” 

walk - 

linear 

1- Postplatz 

2- Jorge-Gomondai-

Platz to Pirnaischen 

Platz 

3- Schiessgasse 

4- Frauenkirche 

5- Theaterplatz 

6- Pirnaischer Platz 

to Neumarkt 

2,200–

2,800 

(figure at 

Theater-

platz only)3 

Video source(s): DresdenAktuell, Dresdner Neueste Nachrichten 

28.10.

2017 

PEGIDA “3 Jahre 

PEGIDA” - 

third 

anniversary 

rally Theaterplatz 2,200–

3,5004 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann, Jüdisches Forum, Ruptly 

13.11.

2017 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Hauptbahnhof route unavailable 
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Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

27.11.

2017 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Theaterplatz route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

04.12.

2017 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Theaterplatz route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

16.12.

2017 

PEGIDA “Weihnachten 

mit PEGIDA 

Dresden” 

rally Theaterplatz fewer than 

previous 

year’s 

2,500–

3,5005 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

08.01.

2018 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Altmarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

22.01.

2018 

PEGIDA 135th meeting walk - 

circular 

Neumarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

05.02.

2018 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Neumarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

19.02.

2018 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Hauptbahnhof route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

19.03.

2018 

PEGIDA Redefreiheit / 

Free Speech 

walk - 

circular 

Altmarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

07.05.

2018 

PEGIDA Guests 

Elsässer, 

walk - 

circular 

Hauptbahnhof route unavailable 
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Poggenburg 

und 

Hessenkemper 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

14.05.

2018 

PEGIDA Guest Björn 

Höcke 

rally Postplatz unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

28.05.

2018 

PEGIDA #freeTommy walk - 

circular 

Altmarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

17.06.

2018 

PEGIDA Tag der 

Patrioten 

walk - 

circular 

Hauptbahnhof route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

25.08.

2018 

IBD “Europa 

Nostra –  

Identität 

verteidigen – 

Heimat 

bewahren” 

rally Cockerwiese ca. 3006  

Video source(s): Ruptly, Spiegel/DW, other (Andi Hoffnung) 

24.09.

2018 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Neumarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

01.10.

2018 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Hauptbahnhof route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

08.10.

2018 

PEGIDA regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Altmarkt route unavailable 

Video source(s): LUTZiges Lutz Bachmann 

21.10. PEGIDA fourth rally Neumarkt 3,200–
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2018 anniversary  4,1007 

Video source(s): Ruptly, faz, Michael Stürzenberger/PINews, other (PatriotOnTour, 

Ein Antifaschist) 

21.10.

2018 

left coalition Herz Statt 

Hetze - “Für 

ein 

solidarisches 

Dresden ohne 

Rassismus” 

walk - 

linear 

1- Bahnhof Neustadt 

to Pirnaischen Platz  

2- Hauptbahnhof  to 

Pirnaischen Platz  

3- Pirnaischen Platz 

to Postplatz 

4- Neumarkt  

5- Frauenkirche  

ca. 13,0008 

Video source(s): Herz statt Hetze Facebook page 

20.10.

2019 

PEGIDA fifth 

anniversary 

rally Neumarkt 2,500–

3,000 

(4,000–

5,000 

counter 

protesters)9 

Video source(s): Ruptly, RT Deutsch, other (Konrad Giesiger) 

20.10.

2019 

left coalition Herz Statt 

Hetze - “Mit. 

Menschen. 

Würde” 

walk - 

linear 

1- Bahnhof Neustadt 

to Neumarkt  

2- Bahnhof Mitte to 

Neumarkt  

3- Hauptbahnhof to 

Frauenkirche  

4,000–

5,000 

(2,500–

3,000 

PEGIDA 

counter 

protest)10 

Video source(s): Landeshauptstadt Dresden, other (Der Pilger) 

 

 

Berlin 

 

Date Group Demo Motto - 

Purpose 

Type Start-End Size 

17.06.

2017 

IBD Tag der 

Patrioten 

“Zukunft für 

walk - 

linear 

Bahnhof – Bernauer 

Straße (sit down at 

Stralsunder Straße; 

hundreds 

(1400 

counter 
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Europa” police cleared but 

another blockade near 

Gesundbrunnen) – 

Hauptbahnhof (not 

reached) 

protest)11 

Video source(s): Berliner Zeitung, Der Spiegel, Ruptly, RT DE, other (Endscape, 

Jüdisches Forum, Petrosilius, sabi Cook, Tomasz Kucharskin) 

17.02.

2018 

AfD Frauenmarsch 

(first attempt)  

walk - 

linear  

Halleschen Tor – 

Friedrichstraße (sit 

down ends walk) – 

Brandenburger Tor – 

Kanzleramt (some 

walked independently 

to final rally location) 

450–550 

(ca. 900 

counter 

protest)12 

Video source(s): neues deutschland, Ruptly, other (Heidi Mund, Jens Janik, Klartext 

24, Petrosilius, URBAN21 TV, Wolfgang Langer) 

03.03.

2018 

Coalition of 

Kurdish, 

left, union, 

anti-war, 

and rights 

groups 

demo against 

Turkish 

offensive in 

Afrin 

walk - 

linear 

Rotes Rathaus – 

Brandenburger Tor 

7,00013  

Video source(s): Ruptly 

20.05.

2018 

Biker für 

Deutschland 

“Gemeinsam 

für 

Deutschland”  

ride - 

linear 

Olympischer Platz –

Platz des 18. März 

around 

10014 at 

closing 

rally 

Video source(s): other (Charly Dortmund, null, Petrosilius) 

27.05.

2018 

AfD AfD 

Großdemo 

“Zukunft 

Deutschland” 

walk - 

linear 

Washingtonplatz –

Platz des 18. März 

3,000–

5,00015 

Video source(s): neues deutschland, AfD TV, RT Deutsch, other (WupperVideo, 

Manfred Rouhs, Christoph Kastius, STB 52) 

27.05.

2018 

Reclaim 

Club 

“AfD 

wegbassen” 

counter-

demo 

Route 1: U-Bhf 

Hansaplatz 

10,000– 

20,000 total 
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Culture  walk - 

linear 

Route 2: Europaplatz 

at Siegessäule 

Affiliated demo at 

Potsdamer Platz 

across all 

groups and 

20 music 

trucks16 

Video source(s): neues deutschland, other (André Berg, Lars M. Heitmüller) 

27.05.

2018 

Stoppt den 

Hass 

“AfD 

wegbassen” 

counter 

protest 

 included in 

above 

Video source(s): neues deutschland, RT Deutsch, other (WupperVideo) 

27.05.

2018 

Die Vielen “Glanz gegen 

Nazis” 

counter 

protest 

 included in 

above 

Video source(s): other (WupperVideo) 

27.05.

2018 

Anarche-

Kollektiv 

(and We’ll 

Come 

United 

Berlin) 

 boat 

counter 

protest 

Spree near 

Marschallbrücke 

15 

handmade 

boats17 

Video source(s): RT Deutsch, other (WupperVideo, Frei Meuter) 

09.06.

2018 

AfD Frauenmarsch 

(second 

attempt) 

walk - 

linear 

Mehringplatz –

Bundeskanzleramt 

300  

(150 

counter 

protesters)
18 

Video source(s): Epoch Times Deutsch, other (Blickfeld Deutschland, 

GermanDefence24, Petrosilius, Tim Lüddemann, WupperVideo) 

13.10.

2018 

Bündnis 

Unteilbar 

#Unteilbar - 

“Solidarität 

statt 

Ausgrenzung 

für eine offene 

und freie 

Gesellschaft” 

walk - 

linear 

Alexanderplatz –

Siegessäule 

ca. 40,000 

participants

; 242,000 

with 

spectators19 

Video source(s): Bündnis #Unteilbar 
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Munich 

 

Date Group Demo Motto - 

Purpose 

Type Start-End Size 

13.04.

2013 

left coalition  NSU-Demo 

“Vergesst die 

Opfer nicht” 

walk - 

linear 

Stachus – 

Marienplatz 

5,500 

(police 

count)– 

10,000 

(organizer 

count)20 

Video source(s): other (Ebru Nachrichten, Belltower News, hpdvideo) 

04.11.

2017 

AfD and 

PEGIDA- 

München 

protesting 

Bavarian 

Antifa 

Congress 

counter 

protest 

DGB offices 

(Schwanthalerstraße) 

30–5021 

Video source(s): Ruptly, other (MediaserviceNovotny, Metropolico TV) 

15.07.

2017 

CSD 

München 

Politparade 

“Gleiche 

Rechte. Gegen 

Rechts!” 

walk - 

circular 

Marienplatz  ca. 13,000; 

140,000 

with 

spectators22 

Video source(s): other (mm2net) 

17.03.

2018 

PEGIDA- 

München  

(Lutz 

Bachmann 

visit) 

walk - 

circular 

Marienplatz route 200–30023  

Video source(s): Abendzeitung München, Ruptly, other (Bernhard Gepunkt, Nobel & 

Frei) 

17.03.

2018 

München ist 

bunt 

“Die Ärzte 

kommen” -  

sing along to 

counter 

Bachmann) 

walk - 

linear 

Max-Joseph-Platz –  

Isartor 

ca. 2,50024 

Video source(s): Abendzeitung München, Ruptly, other (Bernhard Gepunkt, Nobel & 

Frei) 

28.04.

2018 

PEGIDA- 

München  

regular 

meeting 

walk - 

circular 

Marienplatz route unavailable 
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Video source(s): other (Nobel & Frei) 

10.05.

2018 

NoPAG anti-PAG, a 

CSU police 

surveillance 

bill) 

walk - 

linear 

Marienplatz –

Odeonsplatz 

30,000– 

40,00025 

Video source(s): other (Aaron Meyer, Attac München, Eric Deyerler DoP Schwabacher 

Info, Gerhard Hallermazer, NuitDebout Munich, oxztoc1n, Tarek Mantaoglu) 

14.07.

2018 

CSD 

München 

Politparade 

“Bunt ist das 

neue Weiß-

Blau” 

walk - 

circular 

Marienplatz  ca. 16,000; 

160,000 

with 

spectators26 

Video source(s): other (mm2net.de) 

22.07.

2018 

left coalition 

(around 130 

groups)  

“#Ausgehetzt - 

Gemeinsam 

gegen die 

Politik der 

Angst” 

walk - 

linear 

Goetheplatz  –

Königsplatz  

25,000 

(police 

count) –  

50,000 

(organizer 

count)27 

Video source(s): Abendzeitung München, Munich Television, Nachrichten München, 

Der Spiegel, RT DE, Münchner Bündnis gegen Krieg und Rassismus, other (Die 

Anstalt Fanclub, ganz-muenchen.de, Gerhard Hallemayer, MUTwahl2018) 

06.10.

2018 

80 group 

coalition led 

by 

Artgerecht-

es München 

“Mia ham’s 

satt! 

Bauernhöfe 

statt 

Agrarfabriken! 

Natur statt 

Flächenfraß! 

Saubere Luft 

statt 

Verkehrskolla

ps!” 

walk - 

circular 

Königsplatz ca. 

15,00028 

Video source(s): other (jerzy wasner) 

3.10.2

018 

Ausgehetzt 

and NoPAG 

coalition  

“Jetzt gilt’s - 

Gemeinsam 

gegen die 

walk - 

circular 

Odeonsplatz  21,000– 

40,00029 
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Politik der 

Angst”  

Video source(s): Tagesschau, Munich Television, other (Aufstehen Nachrichten, 

Gerhard Hallermayer) 

13.07.

2019 

CSD 

München 

Politparade - 

40th CSD in 

Munich - “50 

Jahre 

Stonewall - 

Celebrate 

diversity! 

Fight for 

equality!” 

walk - 

circular 

Marienplatz ca. 15,000; 

140,000 

with 

spectators30 

Video source(s): other (mm2net.de) 

 

  

1 A number of videos have since been set to private or deleted from YouTube. As such, 

this listing is only partial, but I have tried to be as thorough as possible in accounting for 

the outside video data used in this study.  
2 (EPD, 2017)  
3 (Polenz, 2017)  
4 (Dresdner Neueste Nachrichten, 2017; Polenz, 2017) 
5 (fs, 2017)  
6 (Karim & Martin, 2018)  
7 (Forschungsgruppe Durchgezählt, 2018) 
8 (Herz statt Hetze, 2018)  
9 (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, October 20, 2019; Krüger et al., 2019)  
10 (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, October 20, 2019; Krüger et al., 2019)  
11 (Berliner Zeitung, 2017)  
12 (Bild, 2018; Deutsche Presse-Agentur, February 17, 2018; Fiedler, 2018)  
13 (Fröhlich & Bachner, 2018)  
14 (Berlin Gegen Nazis, 2019)  
15 (EURACTIV, 2018; Franzen & Meyer, 2018)  
16 (EURACTIV, 2018)  
17 (Franzen & Meyer, 2018)  
18 (Kretschmar, 2018)  
19 (Becker, 2018; Deutsche Welle, October 13, 2018; Münchner Merkur, 2018)  
20 (Deutsche Welle, October 13, 2018; Deutsche Presse-Agentur, 2013)  
21 (Ruptly, 2017)  
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22 (Menrad, 2017)  
23 (Ruptly, March 17, 2018)  
24 (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, March 17, 2018)  
25 (Guyton, 2018; Knöpfle, 2018; Ratzesberger, 2018; Siegert, 2018)  
26 (Kohnle & Karowski, 2018)  
27 (Deutsche Welle, July 22, 2018; Heider, 2018; Muenchen.de, July 22, 2018)  
28 (Menrad et al., 2018)  
29 (Bernstein et al., 2018; Fonth, 2018)  
30 (Geißelhardt, 2019)  


