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least because of this, the series will be continued (see "Announcements"). 

   

  Roger Chickering  

  Martin H. Geyer 

 

 

"The American Conquest of Germany, 1944/45" 

Workshop at the German Historical Institute with Klaus-Dietmar Henke and 

Volker R. Berghahn on May 9, 1995. Co-sponsored by the Washington office 

of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung. 

To commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World 

War in Europe, Klaus-Dietmar Henke, head of the Department for Education 

and Research at the Federal Authority for the Files of the former East 

German Security Police, presented the findings of his exhaustive research on 

German-American relations during the final months of the war, between the 

summers of 1944 and 1945. Drawing on the insights that he has developed at 

much greater length in his fascinating and pathbreaking new book, Die 

amerikanische Besetzung Deutschlands (Munich, 1995), Henke argued 

convincingly that, if the Second World War was a "good war" for the 

Americans, it was followed by a "good occupation" for those Germans who 

happened to be conquered by American troops. The military conquest of 

Germany was followed by an American moral conquest that, with its 

constructive approach and its fairness, went far beyond the expectations and 

imaginations of the exhausted German people. Ultimately, the success story 

of German-American relations in the fifty years since the war's end cannot 

be explained without considering the benign nature of the American 

conquest of Germany in 1944/45. 

Henke highlighted his conviction that despite the Allies' realization that 

the Third Reich would not collapse, as the German Empire had done in 

1918, a "Carthagenian peace" never became a serious policy option. Most 

changes in American postwar planning in 1944 were largely rhetorical, and 

the Morgenthau Plan never became the guiding principle of the American 

occupation. This was largely due to "something very natural," as Henke put 

it, namely, the emerging common interests of the conqueror and the 

conquered. The Germans had to get on with their lives, whereas the 

Americans had to find the ways and means to stabilize and run the occupied 

territory. 
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On the American side, this process, as problematic as it appears in 

retrospect, was facilitated by the continuing American distinction between 

the German people and the Nazi leadership, the latter of which it held to be 

solely responsible for the war. Nevertheless, Henke refused to characterize 

the Americans as naive and rather stressed the sincerity of the denazification 

effort. 

On the German side, the increasingly terroristic nature of the Nazi regime 

and the specter of the Russian occupation in the East convinced a large 

number of troops and officials that it was time to surrender to the Americans 

in order to survive the end of the war. This lesson, Henke reminded us, was 

quickly forgotten after the war, when many Germans started to portray 

themselves as victims and refused to admit that they had served a criminal 

regime until the very end. 

In his perceptive and thought-provoking comment, Volker Berghahn, 

Professor of History at Brown University, largely agreed with Henke's 

account. He argued that a fair historical judgment of the humane nature of 

the American conquest of Germany in 1945 does not so much require a 

comparison with the Red Army's conquest of eastern Germany but rather 

with the brutal precedent set by the German occupational forces in eastern 

Europe after 1939. Berghahn also emphasized the historical continuities 

within German-American relations and pointed out that the "moral" 

conquest of Germans by Americans after 1945 should be seen in its long-

term context of an earlier history of the cultural "Americanization" of 

Germany (and Europe). Starting before the First World War, this process 

had reached an initial peak during the stabilization period of the Weimar 

Republic. Therefore, American troops and "conquerors" could build on a 

collective German experience of exposure to American culture and values 

when they arrived in Germany in 1945. 

 Philipp Gassert 


