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Dissertation Abstract 
 

The conservative turn of 1980s West Germany was characterized by the eclipse of an 

extra-parliamentary left rooted in 1960s radicalism, the concurrent rise of the new social 

movements, and the accession of the Christian Democrats to power.  Social scientists have 

attributed these developments to a larger Wertewandel, or “shift in values,” that is most 

frequently interpreted either as a move away from materialist preoccupations toward post-

materialist agendas or as part of a general turn right in political culture following the collapse of 

the center-left.1  My work questions to what extent the West German experience of left-wing 

terrorism in the 1970s contributed to this Wertewandel of the early 1980s.  By refocusing the 

analytic lens on conceptions of violence, my dissertation reveals how the experience of terrorism 

engaged the entire West German population in an active, if informal, learning process on 

democracy.  Through their attempts to confront and contain terror, West Germans came to 

question the legitimate and illegitimate use of state and civil force within a democratic society.  

The answers arrived at in this debate altered many West Germans’ relationship to political 

violence and, correspondingly, the way in which they viewed their own individual participation 

in politics and society.  In this way, I argue terrorism had a direct pedagogical impact in the 

education of West Germans to democracy and helped usher in a new culture of politics for the 

1980s. 

                                                 
1 For the leading post-materialist explanation see Ronald Inglehart, The Silent Revolution: Changing Values and 
Political Styles Among Western Publics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977).  For treatment of the 
Wertewandel as synonymous for the rightward shift in political culture see, Charles S. Maier, The Unmasterable 
Past: History, Holocaust, and German National Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988)  


