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While historical accounts of the terrorism and radical violence of 1970s West Germany rarely
emphasise women’s prominent roles in these movements, Clare Bielby’s text is one of the first
English books to directly focus upon the representations of women and gender during this period.1

It brilliantly contextualises these descriptions in the historical framework of a nation trying to
‘imagine’ (pp. 15–16) its own frail identity amidst post-war anxieties about second-wave
feminism (pp. 2–3), which constituted a ‘direct threat to the body politic of the nation’ (p. 25)
and the nation’s need for ‘stable women’ (p. 47) and mothers.

Bielby’s book is distinguished from related literature by its examination of politically and non-
politically violent women together. While she does not justify her selection of case studies, she
explains that the media depicts all violent women as hysterical and ultimately non-political
(p. 1). She primarily examines Red Army Faction members Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun Ensslin, but
also includes non-political women, such as Vera Brühne, convicted of helping kill her lover in 1962
(p. 3); Marion Ihns, who had her husband murdered so she could be with her lesbian lover in 1974
(p. 10); and Ingrid van Bergen, who shot her married lover in 1977 (p. 68). Bielby analyses their
representation by largely sensationalist, tabloid-style ‘print media’ (p. 16), and uses the tools of
literary criticism to decode ‘the “grammar” of these visual images’ (p. 15).2

The first of four lenses used to approach these sources is motherhood, for a violent mother is the
ultimate threat to national identity and social cohesion. Meinhof is presented as abandoning her
own children and ‘betray[ing] motherhood’ (p. 40) while paradoxically and simultaneously rearing
violent terrorist ‘Mädchen’ (girls) in a dual case of what Patricia Melzer calls ‘mothers-gone-bad’
(p. 40).3 Similarly, Bielby explores the press’s emphasis that non-politically violent Brühne’s own
daughter testified against her. She contrasts this theme of ‘betrayed motherhood’ (p. 41) to the
‘Madonna’ imagery strikingly used to depict widows from both sides of the political spectrum,
including Gretchen Dutschke and Inge Buback, as emblems of good, stable or ‘pious’ wives. The
chapter is framed by the quintessential image of the ‘baby bomb’, a threat not only to public
safety, but also the ‘nation’s social and biological womb’ (p. 25) and the idea of motherhood
itself. The second lens lets her analyse the press’s feminisation of the violent woman, and explores

1Although Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun Ensslin were a leading force in the Red Army Faction—a terrorist cell
involved in bombings, bank robberies and plane hijacking in the 1970s—the dominant narrative often delegiti-
mises their participation as a mere cat-fight over fellow member Andreas Baader’s attention (see Aust, 1998).
2Other texts examining politically violent women include Bauer (ed., 2008), Colvin (2009), Diewald-Kerkmann
(2009) and Grisard (2011).
3See Melzer’s (2011) work on motherhood and terrorism.
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how such representations sexualise her, portray her as hysterical, and explain away her actions biologically
through a ‘pseudoscientific discourse’ of ‘pathologisation’ (p. 96). The third lens addresses the discourses
that ‘sexualise, pornographise, and essentially masculinise the violent woman’ (p. 2) by addressing the
perhaps overly familiar themes of the phallus and the ‘penis envy’ that causes her to desire a real ‘weapon’
(p. 114) as compensation. Bielby also uses visual imagery and art to explain how Ensslin and Brühne are
dehumanised as the ‘femme fatale’ who consumes her lovers and victims like a ‘Sphinx’ (p. 125) or
‘predator’ (p. 127). Finally, the lens of abjection contrasts the motifs of filth, dirt, blood and the damp
moisture of the female body to the cleanliness and sacred purity of the imagined nation.

However, despite Bielby’s interpretation of how the media used images, there are indeed ‘multiple ways to
read a text’ (p. 14), and her book sometimes requires stronger argumentation in order to convince lay
readers. For example, while the portrayal of the ‘blood-red roses’ brought to the shooting of Jürgen Ponto
may ‘evoke filthy menstrual blood’ (p. 152), readers may understandably and more simply associate them
with ‘bloody murder’.

Bielby’s book is premised on ‘look[ing] at the representations of politically and non-politically violent
women together’ (p. 1) because, ‘as far as the majority of newspapers and magazines are concerned, there
is no such thing as a politically violent woman; regardless of why she might think she is being violent, it is
actually all about her body, her sexuality, her oedipal history, and her uncontrollable emotions’ (p. 1).
However, readers might nonetheless wonder whether crimes of passion and political acts of terrorism do
not in fact occur for very different reasons. While Bielby’s discussion of masculinity, the phallus,
lesbianism and drag help assuage the reader’s potential confusion surrounding the media’s contradictory
and reductive uses of gendered categories, a critical interrogation acknowledging the distinct motivations
behind these types of violence, and explicitly questioning the media’s use of these categories, could have
further strengthened her discussion. This could have been particularly interesting in the context of Sarah
Colvin’s (2009) discussion of Meinhof’s explicit rejection of the women’s movement, especially since Bielby
stresses the context of second-wave feminism.

However, her focus also allows her to brilliantly apply Judith Butler’s work on drag and ‘gender
performance’ to understanding depictions of female terrorists. Her use of Bakhtin’s grotesque as well as
the violent woman’s ‘capacity to entertain’ (p. 17) and be consumed as a muted spectacle in the tabloids
also places her work into conversation with Sedlmaier’s (2014) work Consumption and Violence. Bielby’s
text convincingly demonstrates how this consumption of the reified woman allowed ‘the imagined
community of the Federal Republic’ (p. 16) to reassure itself of its own ‘rational and masculine’ (p. 96)
nature in the face of unimaginable horror, which had to be spectacularly ‘defuse[d]’ (p. 17) in the print
media and the nation’s own historical self-understanding.
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