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POSTWAR GERMAN GENERATIONS AND THE

LEGITIMACY OF THE REPUBLIC

Workshop at the GHI, April 10, 2001. Convener: Vera Lind (GHI).
Participants: Dirk Moses (University of Sydney, Australia), Raimund
Lammersdorf (GHI).

Since the controversy earlier this year surrounding German Foreign Minis-
ter Joschka Fischer’s involvement in the battles of the ‘68 generation, Ger-
mans have been debating the legacy of this generation with respect to the
evolution of postwar democracy. The Generationsfrage seems once again to
be at the center of the debate, which runs along well-known lines estab-
lished during the Cold War. The workshop picked up on this recent intel-
lectual and political debate in Germany (which has also received signifi-
cant media coverage) and discussed new approaches in terms of how to
evaluate the development of West German democracy in light of recent
research.

In his presentation, titled “The Forty-Fivers: The Languages of Repub-
licanism and the Foundation of West Germany,” Dirk Moses described the
intellectual dilemma of a new democracy in a post-totalitarian and post-
genocidal society: “On the one hand, such societies must distance them-
selves in all respects from the evil regime that they replaced in order to
establish their moral credibility. On the other, if the new republic is to be a
stable entity, they must usually integrate a substantial number of those per-
sons who were implicated in the crimes of that regime.” In what he called
the “redemptive” language of republicanism, the new foundation entails a
cathartic break with an evil past. In the “integrationist” model of republi-
canism, establishing democratic institutions can suffice, and the consensus
is that continuities from a previous regime slowly integrate into the new
order. In Germany many factors prevented a redemptive foundation; in the
1950s the German Left regarded the new institutions with suspicion be-
cause they did not represent a radical new beginning and because they
allowed the old elite to lead Germany into the future. Moses rejected the
view that the challenge of the 1968 student rebellion successfully “re-
founded” the Federal Republic. Instead, the rebellion forced a new dialog
on the legitimacy and nature of the republic. “As long as leftist Germans
highlighted the Nazi past in order to point out the inadequacy of the new
order,” Moses noted, “liberals and responsible conservatives would refuse
to permit this past to discredit it, because they were committed to the new
state’s foundation.” Moses maintained that neither side succeeded but that
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a West German republican consensus developed out of this bitter public
debate, which made the German democracy a “discursive, not an integra-
tionist or redemptive achievement.”

Moses then focused on the generational dynamics of these redemptive
and integrative models, and shifted the emphasis away from the “founder”
generation and the students in 1968 to the “forty-fivers,” as he calls them—
a group that was shaped by the collapse of the Nazi regime and included
famous intellectual figures such as Jürgen Habermas and Ralf Dahrendorf.
This group shared an “experiential matrix” of war, ideology, and break-
down that released a “moral energy” and a mission to prevent this from
ever happening again. Moses criticized the way in which the forty-fivers
are usually condemned in the historical literature as an apolitical genera-
tion that did not join or politically adumbrate the sixty-eighters. For him it
is precisely that quality that makes them the key generation: They were
“uniquely placed to commence the process of discursive republican value
development,” and because they needed time to reorient themselves, they
did not conduct the generational rebellion redemptive republicans wanted
them to. This generation, while acknowledging the criminality of the Nazi
regime but not personal responsibility for it, searched for political and per-
sonal conversion, and the new state became their emotional and intellec-
tual home. According to Moses, this meant that the dilemma of legitimacy
was projected into the public sphere, where a discourse on “the content of
the republic in relation to the Nazi past” was constantly reflected, thus hin-
dering the rebellion imminent in the redemptive model as well as the moral
blindness of the integrative model.

According to Moses, the forty-fivers gradually “refounded discursively”
the Federal Republic and commenced “framing the questions of the present
and direction of the future in terms of the meaning of the past.” From this a
consensus formed that viewed the West German Federal Republic as a “lib-
eral and democratic state” in which neither the redemptive nor the integra-
tionist model of republicanism could impose itself.

In his comment Raimund Lammersdorf stressed that Moses’s multidi-
mensional approach goes far beyond the redemptive and integrative model
in its explanatory power. In addition to explaining the coexistence of au-
thoritarian and liberal continuities in the development of West German de-
mocracy, Lammersdorf pointed out that Moses’s generational approach,
his rejection of the myth of the silent forty-fivers, and his innovative con-
cept of the discursive development of German democracy could be strength-
ened by placing the fairly isolated intellectual critique within the larger
context of a vibrant oppositional culture that included youth riots, union
struggles for workers’ rights, and a highly critical press. This would be
even more important in the light of oral history research from social histo-
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rians that has demonstrated that “neither the end of the war nor the found-
ing of the Federal Republic” remained important in the collective memory.
Two other events were more critical: Stalingrad and the 1948 currency re-
form. This suggests that most Germans were too involved in their own
struggles for survival to think about the suffering of others. Lammersdorf
also added that although it is legitimate and important to concentrate on a
specific group when describing the public debate on Germany’s democratic
development, as Moses does, it needs to be seen in the larger context of the
democratization process by the daily (“learning by doing”) practice of re-
publican government.

In light of Moses’s generational approach Lammersdorf stressed the
importance of 1950s demographics in order to get a better idea of the rela-
tionships between the generations at the time. Looking at the numbers of
different age groups, the extreme losses of the generation born between
1915 and 1921 become visible, but it also turns out that the forty-fivers had
suffered severely. In contrast, the numbers of the even older generation,
who were between ages 30 and 45 at the time, are very robust (as is the
number of sixty-eighters), and this is the generation upon whom the re-
sponsibility fell at the end of the war. Lammersdorf continued that many
dimensions of this generation’s shared experiences, for example war trauma,
and their impact on the development of German society and democracy
have yet to be explored.

Furthermore, whereas Moses demonstrated that contradictions and
the constant crisis of legitimacy were an integral part of the republican
consensus, Lammersdorf raised the question of how to explain the obvi-
ous end of the crisis of legitimacy. Moses suggested a discursive develop-
ment, whereas Lammersdorf emphasized the possibility of conversion ex-
periences within the integrationist policy and the fact that the Nazified
elite gradually disappeared into retirement as a younger generation took
over. Consequently, “the crisis of legitimacy slowly dissipated with each
replacement” so that, ironically, the success of the sixty-eighters might have
had something to do with the fact that the situation was changing any-
way. In short, Lammersdorf stressed how Moses’s paper forces us to re-
think a number of established interpretations and that he regards Moses´s
work as a part of a larger trend in the intellectual history of West Ger-
many, from which we can expect many exciting and important debates to
come.

Vera Lind




