Preface
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RECENT INSURGENCIES SUCH AS the Occupy Movement of 2011 seem to arise from
nowhere. The book you are holding in your hands provides evidence to the
contrary. Strikingly similar European movements emerged decades ago in more
than a dozen countries. Long before anyone talked about ‘the 99%,’ squatters in
Europe were taking over what belongs to all of us—our homes. Despite politi-
cal, linguistic, and cultural differences, these grassroots upsurges ran on parallel
paths. All were self-directed and simply refused to remain observant of the 1%’s
monopoly on housing.

These instances of revolt may be largely unknown, but they are em-
pirical proof of movements’ continuity. The mainstream media have portrayed
the New Left of 1968 as larger than life, thereby turning subsequent waves of
protest into parodies, if not entirely ignoring them. Simultaneously, the my-
thologised events of 1968 have been used to legitimate the integration inter-
nationally of protesters into the Establishment after the high point of protests.

Outside the realm of media spectacles, however, the everyday experi-
ences of tens of thousands of people in many parts of the world in the 1970s
were of struggles for world peace, for equality of men and women, for justice
for racial minorities, and for decent places for human beings to live. As radical
clusters of activists emerged within European peace and feminist movements,
counter-cultural squatters galvanised a multifaceted formation independent of
political parties that eventually became known as the Aufonomen. By creatively
synthesizing direct-democratic forms of decision-making and militant popu-
lar resistance, the autonomous activists embodied a new kind of politics—a
‘conscious spontaneity—or merger of theory and practice that did not rely on
professional politicians.

Beginning in the 1970s, European squatters fought for and won con-
trol of hundreds of group houses, where they lived collective forms of life that
negated the atomisation of contemporary society; their egalitarian and leader-
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less structures stood outside normal hierarchical relationships rather than re-
producing them; and autonomously determined campaigns and productions
avoided the alienation of heteronomously determined work. In their everyday
lives, squatters lived difterently and proved that life can be fun, that relation-
ships can be heartfelt, that domination is unnecessary, and that life can be more
than consuming endless gadgets and gimmicks. Squatters’ occupation of public
space transformed individual survival into communal ecstasy and collective au-
tonomy. As we become familiar with them, we can understand how squatters
freed their everyday lives and brought depth and continuity to more narrowly
focused movements.

Although such ‘marginal’ groups appear to exist on the edge of society,
they are often central to social change. From those excluded by the ‘two-thirds
society,” social movements emerged which ushered in new values (feminism,
sexual liberation, equality for foreigners) and new forms of social organisation
(group living, self-directed programs of work and study, cooperative working
relationships). Within the autonomous women’s movement and the upsurge
against nuclear power after Chernobyl, youthful squatters led generalised re-
sistance to the system as a whole. As citizens’ initiatives and new social move-
ments followed their own internal logic, the radical autonomous activists ex-
pressed fundamental opposition to the capitalist world system. From Italy via
Zurich, the ideas of generalised resistance appeared in Hamburg and Berlin,
where, merged with the practice of Dutch squatters, the German Autonomen
were consolidated. In addition European squatters played a critical role in
forging the ‘Black Bloc,” a militant tactic for protests that spread internation-
ally from Europe.

By the mid-1980s, as activists consolidated their groups, they went be-
yond ritualised marches around single-issue campaigns and local issues. They
built urban bases that served as focal points for autonomous dual power. The
proliferation of movement tactics, and ideas, which I have termed the ‘eros ef-
tect, grows from the capacity of human beings to grasp instinctually the need to
be free—and to find ways to do so. The subversive potential of largely unknown
actions is revealed in this book. Step by step, movements build upon each other.
As Bart van der Steen notes, ‘From “1968” to the present, there has been a con-
tinuity of radical left movements in Western Europe, and in the evolution of
these movements, history has played an important role. In fact, the history of
the radical left from 1968 to the present can be seen as a continuous attempt to
overcome the failures and weaknesses of predecessor movements.”

For their part, the authorities also learned from history. After 1968, po-
lice carefully drew European radicals into increasingly violent confrontations.
At the same time, German authorities led an international propaganda often-
sive against squatters, attempting to isolate and criminalise them by linking
them with urban guerrilla groups. Internationally coordinated police assaults
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were not far behind. The new police tactic can be traced to Roman Herzog,
then minister of the interior in Baden-Wiirttemberg (and, from 1994 to 1999,
president of Germany), who publicly charged that the Red Army Fraction was
infiltrating and recruiting from the squatters’ movement. Authorities claimed
to be able to link 70 of 1,300 known squatters to armed groups. The mass media
ran stories pointing out that Knut Folkers, serving a life sentence for terrorism,
had been arrested in 1974 in a squatted house, and Susanne Albrecht (then
‘Wanted for Terrorism’) had been part of a group that had occupied a vacant
house in Hamburg in 1973. Connecting squats and guerrilla fighters was one of
the government’s chief means of trying to isolate the movement, which, for its
part, refused to ignore the plight of the imprisoned ‘terrorists.’

As RAF members died from prison hunger strikes and assassinations,
riots broke out as a result of people’s frustration and rage. With activists iso-
lated and embittered, secretive militant actions replaced public protests as
many people’s choice tactic. Many people envisioned a military breakthrough,
yet most failed to appreciate that such a rupture would have to involve millions
of ordinary citizens. Individuals may be compelled by circumstances beyond
their control to resort to desperate measures to survive, but to determine the
movement’s overall strategy mainly from externally imposed circumstances
is to foreclose the insurgency’s self-determination. As the tactics of under-
ground individuals overdetermined the popular movement’s articulation of
its own vision and direction, one immediate effect was the stifling of popular
participation.

There are two critical aspects of every movement: one is building up the
base, the counter-institutions, and safe areas where our everyday lives, culture,
and art can break through the system’s hegemony; the other involves organizing
confrontations with elite domination. Does premature armed struggle contract
public space for building our counter-institutions (including squats)? Do armed
actions undertaken in the name of the movement provide more public space for
demonstrations and assemblies? Or does premature radicalisation of the move-
ment’s confrontations with the state undermine base building and outreach to
new constituencies?

In retrospect, it appears that the very political conditions for a genuine
revolution were undermined by premature armed struggle. ‘Vanguards’ created
by the ‘iron fist’ of the state have been little better than corporations thrown
up by the ‘invisible hand’ of the market. Both are products of domination and
violence. Genuine revolutionary leadership develops through contact with each
other as human beings, not solely through confrontations with the state.

Unlike the black/white lines drawn by armed struggle, popular move-
ments embody erotic, life-affirming dimensions. During the 1980 riot at the
Dutch queen’s coronation, protesters’ compassionate care for an injured police-
man revealed their humanity. Similar kindness was shown to ‘enemy’ soldiers
a few weeks later during the Gwangju Uprising in South Korea, when armed
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insurgents safeguarded captured soldiers and released them unharmed—in one
case, even with his rifle (but not his ammunition). The necessity to activate the
entire citizenry is why the Gwangju Uprising (and in Europe, the 1871 Paris
Commune) is so important. In such rare moments of history, insurgencies rec-
reate the participation of the Athenian polis and reveal the potential for all of
us to unite for genuine change.

To transcend the multiple crises faced by humanity in the twenty-first
century, the participation of millions of people is required. As new insurgencies
develop and find ways to counteract the ravages of the capitalist world system,
the experiences of European squatters will be one of many guiding lights that
help to illuminate the road ahead.



