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The Federal Republic of Germany is not past history. Rather, it has a
history which is not completed, but continues to affect the politics
and society of the present day. In the expanded Germany which,
with good reason, retained the name ‘Federal Republic’ after 1990,
the history of the Bonn state and West German society gains interest
as a point of orientation given an uncertain future. Not least, it has to
be told to Germany’s new citizens, that is, the people of the former
GDR and migrants from many different cultures, just as the West
Germans must become aware of the history of these new citizens. In
the process, it will be important to convey the fact that West German
history itself has a historiography which discovered late, but not by
chance, that the long shadows of the experiences and memories of the
war provided a particular access to this history. The rediscovery of
these shadows behind the processes of modernizing, liberalizing,
and Westernizing the Federal Republic, especially since the late
1950s, adds an important factor to our understanding of post-war
history without negating these processes. The history of the Federal
Republic of Germany can only be understood if it is also seen as the
history of a society after the worst war which humanity has experi-
enced. It therefore casts very long shadows over German society in
the post-war period.

Ever since contemporary historians started to look systematically
at German history after the Second World War,1 the question of how
the relationship between continuity and change in 1945 should be
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*This article, presented as a lecture at the German Historical Institute London
on 31 October 2006, is based on an essay written for a volume edited by Jörg
Echtenkamp and Stefan Martens, to be published in German in 2007.
1 A methodologically aware synthesis is Edgar Wolfrum, Geglückte Demokra-
tie: Die Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland von ihren Anfängen bis zur
Gegenwart (Stuttgart, 2006); on the state of research see Axel Schildt, Die So-
zialgeschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland bis 1989/90 (Munich, 2007).
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portrayed has been a major focus of interest. Tied up with this is the
precise definition of the influence of the war on civil society in the
post-war period. Until well into the 1970s a popular view of history
prevailed in the Federal Republic that was largely independent of
historical research, and was determined by the political strategies of
the Cold War. According to this view, Germany ‘collapsed’ in 1945
and the Western part was then able, by the efforts of its own inhabi-
tants but also with the help of the Western Allies, to rise like a
phoenix from the ashes to the heady heights of democracy and pros-
perity. This master narrative of public memory did not sit comfort-
ably with the topic of continuities, for instance, the fact that members
of the elite from the period before 1945 lived on keeping their social
status in the new era. It was not until the final phase of the ‘old’
Federal Republic, when the Cold War had lost its dramatic character
and new generations, who no longer had first-hand experience of the
Third Reich, had taken the stage, that West German society was able
to approach its own history with some sort of composure. And this
meant talking about continuities without denying the abrupt break
represented by 1945 in political terms. In an important volume of
essays on the social history of the Federal Republic, published in
1983, whose subtitle (contributions to the problem of continuity) sug-
gests a new perspective, the historian Werner Conze said that despite
the deep political caesura at the end of the war, the ‘continuity of set-
tlement (Siedlungskontinuität) formed the crucial bridge between past
and present’.2 To put it more simply, although the political situation
had changed radically, the people were still the same and had
brought their biographies with them into the new era. This genera-
tional factor must always be taken into account when looking at post-
war German society. Anyone who was a 65-year-old pensioner in
1950 had grown up in the Kaiserreich. Many of the men had already
started their family life before the First World War and had gone on
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2 Werner Conze, ‘Staats- und Nationalpolitik: Kontinuitätsbruch und Neu-
beginn’, in id. and M. Rainer Lepsius (eds.), Sozialgeschichte der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland: Beiträge zum Kontinuitätsproblem (Stuttgart, 1983), pp. 441–67, at
442; for a critical voice on this see Lutz Niethammer, ‘Zum Wandel der Kon-
tinuitätsdiskussion’, in Ludolf Herbst (ed.), Westdeutschland 1945–1955: Un-
terwerfung, Kontrolle, Integration (Munich, 1986), pp. 65–83; Paul Nolte, Die
Ordnung der deutschen Gesellschaft: Selbstentwurf und Selbstbeschreibung im 20.
Jahrhundert (Munich, 2000), pp. 212–14.



to fight in it. The middle phase of their lives was the interwar period.
This generation of Wilhelminer played an important political part—
one only has to think of Adenauer—because the next generation,
those born around the turn of the century, were far more heavily
tainted by their involvement with Nazism in the Third Reich.3 Below
the level of state leadership, however, this generation also played a
major part in reconstruction after 1945. And amongst historians there
is a broad consensus that an even younger generation clearly set the
tone if we look at the history of the Federal Republic over a longer
period, namely, the generation of the Hitler Youth, also known as the
Flakhelfer-Generation. This refers to those born around 1930, who grew
up under the Nazi regime and who, in the fanatical final battle at the
end of the Second World War, were called to arms. Dirk Moses has
labelled this generation the Forty-Fivers,4 because completely new
career opportunities opened up for its members in 1945, indeed, new
perspectives for the whole structure of their lives. Politicians such as
Helmut Kohl (born in 1930), philosophers such as Jürgen Habermas
(also born in 1930), sociologists and historians such as Ralf Dahren-
dorf (born in 1929) and Hans-Ulrich Wehler (born in 1930), writers
such as Hans Magnus Enzensberger (born in 1929) and Günter Grass
(born in 1927) all belong to this generation. Of course, the genera-
tional dimension does not explain everything because there are no
homogeneous generations as active subjects, but their experiences
must be taken into account as an important factor in the long shadow
the war cast over the civilian society of the post-war period.5 In any
case, the discovery and discussion of biographical continuities was
the prelude to professional contemporary historical research and
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3 See Volker Depkat, Lebenswenden und Zeitenwenden: Deutsche Politiker und
die Erfahrungen des 20. Jahrhunderts (Munich, 2007); in his Habilitation thesis
for the University of Greifswald, Depkat describes addressing the turning
point of 1945 as an ‘awareness of a zero point pushing towards the reorienta-
tion of an autobiographical awareness of periodization in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany’ (ibid. 186).
4 Dirk Moses, ‘The Forty-Fivers: A Generation between Fascism and Dem-
ocracy, German Politics and Society, 17 (1999), 105–27. 
5 See numerous references to the research in Jürgen Reulecke, Generationalität
und Lebensgeschichte im 20. Jahrhundert (Munich, 2003).



offered a new approach to embedding the history of the Federal
Republic into the history of the twentieth century.6

Contemporary historiography thus recognized something that the
people had long known from their own experience. In the early 1960s
Heinrich Böll (born in 1917) stated in an essay that the West Germans
distinguished between the ‘bad’ times and the ‘good’ times, and saw
as the turning point not as 8 May 1945, but 20 June 1948, the day of
the currency reform in West Germany.7 In retrospect, for a large sec-
tion of the population this day seemed to mark the end of the bad
times, which included the end of the war and the early post-war
years, in other words, the end of the period marked by suffering and
the immediate consequences of the war. 

In public memory, and, indeed, to a large extent in private mem-
ory too, 1945 was seen as a humiliating collapse, as Germany’s dark-
est hour, and in the words of Friedrich Meinecke, the ‘German catas-
trophe’, which, in turn, was followed by another dark period. A pub-
lic opinion poll commissioned by the German federal government
and conducted by the Institut für Demoskopie in Allensbach in 1951
asked: ‘When, do you feel, was Germany’s best time in this century?’
Forty-four per cent of respondents replied that the Third Reich was
Germany’s best time, 43 per cent the Kaiserreich before the First
World War, and only 7 per cent the Weimar Republic. Even further
behind, with only 2 per cent, was the ‘period after 1945’. In fact, 80
per cent named the post-war period as Germany’s worst time, pre-
sumably thinking of what had happened to them personally.8 In the
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6 Axel Schildt, ‘Nachkriegszeit: Möglichkeiten und Probleme einer Periodisi-
erung der westdeutschen Geschichte nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg und ihrer
Einordnung in die Geschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts’, Geschichte in Wissen-
schaft und Unterricht, 44 (1993), pp. 567–84; for the European dimension see
Ulrich Herbert and Axel Schildt (eds.), Kriegsende in Europa: Vom Beginn des
deutschen Machtzerfalls bis zur Stabilisierung der Nachkriegsordnung 1944–1948
(Essen, 1998).
7 Heinrich Böll, ‘Hierzulande’, Gewerkschaftliche Monatshefte, 12 (1961), pp.
129–34.
8 See Axel Schildt, Moderne Zeiten: Freizeit, Massenmedien und ‘Zeitgeist’ in der
Bundesrepublik der 50er Jahre (Hamburg,1995), pp. 306–8; in this data the Third
Reich was, quite naturally, it seems, conceptually separated from the Second
World War.



popular view this was bound up with diverse memories of crises
during the interwar period related to the bourgeois democracy of the
1920s and certainly not to the Nazi regime. During the phase of rapid
armament before the Second World War, many had been able to keep
their jobs and untold opportunities for advancement had opened up,
especially for the young, all of which seemed to have been cut off
abruptly by the outcome of the war. Admittedly, this view could be
accompanied by a posthumous positive transfiguration of the Third
Reich, but at its centre was a private perspective from which the
1930s and 1950s soon came to be perceived as equally peaceful,
happy times.9 In 1985 Richard von Weizsäcker, the President of the
Federal Republic, in a speech commemorating the end of the war,
said for the first time that, without denying the feeling of collapse,
Germany had also been liberated. This break with the traditional
rules of speech in official memorial culture, especially as he also paid
tribute for the first time to the Communist resistance and hitherto
unmentioned victims of Nazism, gave rise to considerable public crit-
icism at the time. Since then, however, it has largely been accepted in
the differentiated form he put forward there.10

It is easy to see why the majority of contemporaries recalled the
end of the war as a catastrophic collapse rather than a liberation. This
does not apply, of course, to those released from prisons and con-
centration camps—Jews, those imprisoned for ideological reasons,
and political prisoners—nor to those few who had worked for the
end of the Nazi regime through illegal resistance or internal opposi-
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9 See Ulrich Herbert, ‘Die guten und die schlechten Zeiten’, in Lutz Niet-
hammer (ed.), ‘Die Jahre weiß man nicht, wo man die heute hinsetzen soll’:
Faschismuserfahrung im Ruhrgebiet (Berlin, 1983), pp. 67–96; Ulrich Herbert.
‘Zur Entwicklung der Ruhrarbeiterschaft 1930 bis 1960 aus erfahrungsge-
schichtlicher Perspektive’, in Lutz Niethammer and Alexander von Plato
(eds.), ‘Wir kriegen jetzt andere Zeiten’: Auf der Suche nach der Erfahrung des
Volkes in nachfaschistischen Ländern (Berlin, 1985), pp. 19–51.
10 Speech quoted from Richard von Weizsäcker, Von Deutschland aus: Reden
eines Bundespräsidenten (Munich, 1985); see Peter Reichel, Politik mit der
Erinnerung: Gedächtnisorte im Streit um die nationalsozialistische Vergangenheit
(Munich, 1995), pp. 290–2; Jan-Holger Kirsch, ‘Wir haben aus der Geschichte
gelernt’: Der 8. Mai als politischer Gedenktag in Deutschland (Cologne,
1999), pp. 96–8; in general also Burkhard Asmuss et al. (eds.), Der Krieg und
seine Folgen: 1945. Kriegsende und Erinnerungspolitik in Deutschland (Berlin,
2005).



tion to it. But at the end of the war the over-riding emotion for most
of the population was relief, often overlaid with apathy and fear,
either specific or more abstract. Germany had lost the war. Nazi
propaganda, which to the last had promised ‘final victory’ and which
many had believed in for a long time if not to the very end, had clear-
ly been exposed as lies. National hubris was followed by a mood of
moral depression. But all the same, at least the risk of dying a com-
pletely pointless soldier’s death at the very end had gone. Of the
more than 4 million German Wehrmacht soldiers killed, half had died
in the last year of the war, and almost a quarter of them actually in
the final battles of the last months. Families back home no longer had
to fear that just before the end of the war they would see in the news-
paper that their husband, brother, or father had died a hero’s death
for ‘Führer, Volk und Vaterland’. Those born between 1906 and 1927
paid the highest price; among soldiers born in 1920, the death rate
was 41.1 per cent.11

Women, children, and old people in towns and cities who, since
1942–3, had spent countless nights in cellars and bunkers sheltering
from Allied air raids, could breathe freely again. It has been estimat-
ed that Allied bombing raids killed up to half a million people; about
3 million people were wandering around rootless as evacuees; and
about a quarter of the housing stock of the Western zones (in some of
the major cities as much as three-quarters), including schools and
hospitals, had been destroyed.12 Simply not having to lie in bed fully
clothed with emergency supplies for the air-raid shelter close to
hand, but being able to go to sleep without fear—this is described as
a deeply-felt relief in many personal testimonies. 

The widespread apathy, confirmed by many observers, and the
emotional paralysis of the German people which accompanied the
relief can easily be traced back to the enormous stress of the war
which, to the end, was conducted with brutal ruthlessness. The main
feature of the final Nazi weekly newsreel was women being raped by
Red Army soldiers and children being killed in East Prussia. They
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11 Details in Rüdiger Overmans, Deutsche militärische Verluste im Zweiten
Weltkrieg (Munich, 1999).
12 See Olaf Groehler, Bombenkrieg gegen Deutschland (Berlin, 1990); Michael
Krause, Flucht vor dem Bombenkrieg: ‘Umquartierungen’ im Zweiten Weltkrieg
und die Wiedereingliederung der Evakuierten in Deutschland 1943–1963 (Düssel-
dorf,1997).



presaged the fate of the Germans after defeat. ‘Enjoy the war, peace
will be dreadful’, was the message whispered everywhere, one
which the Nazi leadership used to try to take the whole population
with them into the abyss of a final battle they could never win. Those
who hung the white flag from their windows prematurely, or said
that there was no longer any point in the war, risked being hanged
from the nearest tree by units of the field police or the Gestapo, with
a placard round their necks calling them ‘traitors’. The last deserter
was shot ‘according to orders’ as late as 11 May in Flensburg at the
command of the government that succeeded Hitler under Admiral
Karl Dönitz and Lutz Graf Schwerin-Krosigk—by which time British
troops were already in the town.13

Widespread fears amongst the people were initially caused by
anticipation of draconian punishment, which even those who had
not been embroiled in the crimes of the regime feared would come
their way. It soon became clear, however, that the Allies were not
going to impose ‘collective punishment’ in their zones of occupation.
Even the plans concocted during the second half of the war by Lord
Robert Vansittart in Britain and Henry Morgenthau Jr. in the USA to
transform Germany from an industrial society into a largely agricul-
tural one as a measure against the danger of Prussian militarism, had,
by the end of the war, already been consigned to the files by their
respective governments.14

The families of the POWs were extremely concerned. After the
inhumane treatment of Soviet prisoners in Germany in particular—at
first they were left to starve, and then in the second half of the war
they were exploited quite brutally as forced labourers—many expect-
ed a similar fate for the German POWs, 1.7 million of whom had sur-
vived the war. After the capitulation the number catapulted up to 9
million, though all but 2 million of them had been released by the
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13 See Wolfram Wette, Ricarda Bremer, and Detlef Vogel (eds.), Das letzte
halbe Jahr: Stimmungsberichte der Wehrmachtpropaganda 1944/45 (Essen, 2001);
Jörg Hillmann and John Zimmermann (eds.), Kriegsende 1945 in Deutschland
(Munich, 2002); Bernd-A. Rusinek (ed.), Kriegsende 1945: Verbrechen, Katastro-
phen, Befreiungen in nationaler und internationaler Perspektive (Göttingen, 2004).
14 Bernd Greiner, Die Morgenthau-Legende: Zur Geschichte eines umstrittenen
Plans (Hamburg, 1995); Jörg Später, Vansittart: Britische Debatten über Deutsche
und Nazis 1902–1945 (Göttingen, 2003).



spring of 1947. Most of the remaining POWs were released by 1950.
The gap between their conscription at the outbreak of war and their
return to an uncertain future at home might have been as long as a
decade.15 Very often husbands and wives had become alienated; dur-
ing the first five years of the war the divorce rate was extremely high.
People often found it difficult to get close to their own children, and,
if it happened at all, it was a very gradual process. 

Another concern was the punishment of former Nazis. At the end
of the war the Nazi Party had some 6 million members; the organi-
zation as a whole, including branches and associations, had many
more. Condemnation of the ‘major war criminals’ at the Nuremberg
trials was largely accepted. After all, these were the prominent func-
tionaries of the Third Reich. But the denazification undertaken by the
Western Allies was highly unpopular with the people, partly because
it was done so bureaucratically and disadvantaged the unimportant
members and fellow-travellers (Mitläufer) who were dealt with first.
The cases of the higher functionaries were generally decided later,
and often dealt with leniently, with the result that there was talk of a
‘factory of fellow-travellers’.16 What is more, there was a widely held
view that the victors, who had conducted the air war against the
German civilian population, had no right to sit in judgement on
Germans. This view, nowadays held only by those on the extreme
right, was that of the majority in the post-war years and was vigor-
ously supported by prominent clergymen of both the major Christian
denominations, in particular, Protestant bishops. In fact, however,
considering the number of punishments, the degree of denazification
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15 See Albrecht Lehmann, Gefangenschaft und Heimkehr: Deutsche Kriegsge-
fangenschaft in der Sowjetunion (Munich, 1986); Arthur L. Smith, Die ‘vermisste’
Million: Zum Schicksal deutscher Kriegsgefangener nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg
(Munich, 1992); Klaus-Dieter Müller et al. (eds.), Die Tragödie der Gefangen-
schaft in Deutschland und der Sowjetunion 1941–1956 (Cologne, 1998); Rüdiger
Overmans, Soldaten hinter Stacheldraht: Deutsche Kriegsgefangene des Zweiten
Weltkriegs (Berlin, 2000).
16 Lutz Niethammer, Die Mitläuferfabrik: Die Entnazifizierung am Beispiel
Bayerns (Berlin, 1982). See also the regional studies by Rainer Möhler, Ent-
nazifizierung in Rheinland-Pfalz und im Saarland unter französischer Besatzung
von 1945–1952 (Mainz, 1992); and Armin Schuster, Die Entnazifizierung in
Hessen 1945–1954: Vergangenheitspolitik in der Nachkriegszeit (Wiesbaden,
1999).



was very modest. In a total of about 3.6 million trials, initially in
Allied denazification courts and then in courts run by Germans, 1,667
people were given prison sentences or severe fines as ‘major crimi-
nals’ and 23,000 as criminals, while 15,000 got away with small fines
as minor accessories. The remaining 95 per cent of the trials ended
with the defendant either being classed as a ‘fellow-traveller’ or
exonerated, or else they were halted prematurely by amnesties. The
Bundestag put a stop to it all for a decade with one of its first laws
passed at the end of 1949, which meant that even serious Nazi crim-
inals, including those who had committed murder, could no longer
be pursued by the courts.17

However, to assess denazification as a failure would be very
superficial. The elites guilty of Nazi involvement saw the post-war
period, when many were held in Allied internment camps for
months or even years on ‘automatic arrest’, as a life crisis. At the end
of it came social integration, with roughly the same status as before
the war, but it was understood as a warning not to get involved with
the extreme right again.18 This corresponded to the main thrust of
what Norbert Frei has called West German Vergangenheitspolitik.
Offers of far-reaching social integration were combined with official
stigmatization of the expression of Nazi or anti-Semitic views. The
process of learning and assimilating was not difficult in the 1950s
because personal social integration was combined with the stabiliza-
tion of parliamentary democracy as a model for success, economic
recovery, and growing prosperity. But in 1945 this could not yet be
foreseen. 

In the immediate post-war period fears concerning collective pun-
ishment were combined with worries about survival in a situation of
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17 See Jörg Friedrich, Die kalte Amnestie: NS-Täter in der Bundesrepublik (Frank-
furt/M., 1984); Clemens Vollnhals (with Thomas Schlemmer), Entnazi-
fizierung, politische Säuberung und Rehabilitierung in den vier Besatzungszonen
1945–1949 (Munich, 1991); Cornelia Rauh-Kühne, ‘Die Entnazifizierung und
die deutsche Gesellschaft’, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 35 (1995), pp. 35–70;
Norbert Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik: Die Anfänge der Bundesrepublik und die NS-
Vergangenheit (Munich, 1996).
18 See Axel Schildt, ‘NS-Eliten in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland’,
Geschichte, Politik und ihre Didaktik, 24 (1996), pp. 20–32; Ulrich Herbert,
‘Deutsche Eliten nach Hitler’, Mittelweg 36, 8 (1999), pp. 66–82; Norbert Frei,
Karrieren im Zwielicht: Hitlers Eliten nach 1945 (Frankfurt/M., 2001).



extreme hardship. It would, of course, be a total exaggeration to say
that the Germans never lived as well as during the Second World
War.19 But the regime, by ruthlessly plundering the occupied territo-
ries, made sure that there was plenty of food on the Home Front,
unlike in the First World War. At the beginning of the war, around
2,700 calories per day were given out to the German population and
by the spring of 1945 it was still officially 2,100, though in many
places supplies had dried up. 

In the first year after the war the Allies imposed a ration of 1,500
calories per day for ‘normal consumers’. No one could live on this in
the long run, but combined with meals for school children made pos-
sible by foreign aid in the Western zones at least, vegetables grown
in community gardens, foraging trips by urban dwellers into the
countryside to exchange jewellery, clothes, and other desirable items
for food, or risky deals on the Black Market which, though obvious-
ly illegal, was tolerated, it was just about enough to survive on. The
situation became dramatically more critical when, in the spring of
1946, rations in the US zone were reduced to 1,330 calories, in the
British zone to 1,050 calories, and in the French zone to 900 calories
per day. This was only about a third to a half of pre-war levels.
Admittedly, there were no great plagues or epidemics as there had
been after the First World War, largely because of the vaccinations
immediately provided by the Allies. But the lack of adequate food,
clothing, and shoes led to a general decline in the ability to work and
an increased susceptibility to illness. The deterioration in the popula-
tion’s general health could also be attributed to the second great
problem of the early post-war period, that is, a lack of fuel and
lengthy electricity supply cuts during the very long and cold winters,
especially in 1946–7, when hundreds of people froze to death.20 At
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19 This is the impression created by Götz Aly’s recently widely discussed
book, Hitlers Volksstaat: Raub, Rassenkrieg und nationaler Sozialismus (Frank-
furt/M., 2005); cf., by contrast, the more balanced account in Jörg Echtern-
kamp (ed.), Die deutsche Kriegsgesellschaft 1939 bis 1945, Das Deutsche Reich
und der Zweite Weltkrieg, 9, pt. 2 (Munich, 2005).
20 On the social misery of the post-war period, especially the lack of food, see
Karl-Heinz Rothenberger, Die Hungerjahre nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg: Ernäh-
rungs- und Landwirtschaft in Rheinland-Pfalz 1945–1950 (Boppard, 1980);
Gabriele Stüber, Der Kampf gegen den Hunger 1945–1950: Die Ernährungslage in
der britischen Zone Deutschlands, insbesondere in Schleswig-Holstein und Ham-



the time these hundreds of people left a deeper mark on the memory
than the millions who died in the war. 

It was, indeed, a characteristic of what Christoph Klessman has
called ‘a society in collapse’ (Zusammenbruchsgesellschaft) that the
social inequalities that continued to exist and the new ones that were
added were thus covered over. Because no general overview of the
situation was possible, the description of a society totally engulfed by
poverty that we encounter in many contemporary publications
ignored the fact that social status made a great difference. The expe-
rience of a working-class family which had been bombed out in a city
and was now wandering around without any means of support was
not the same as that of the bourgeois owner of a villa in a still-intact
suburb whose life might, at times, be disrupted by being forced to
take in tenants, but who was allowed to keep his property. At the lat-
est the currency reform of June 1948, which virtually impoverished
normal savers when they exchanged their Reichmark for the new
DM, while property owners saw the value of their property increase
enormously, brought the social inequalities sharply into focus again. 

The erosion of the ‘people’s community’(Volksgemeinschaft) dur-
ing the final phase of the war and the immediate post-war years, as
detected by historical research, was reflected in the degree to which
the people empathized with the various victims of the war, as
revealed in contemporary demoscopic surveys. Top of the list, of
course, were members of one’s own family, relations, and friends,
including work colleagues and neighbours. Then came those whose
fates people could imagine—victims of the war and those who had
been bombed out. On the other hand, those who had been liberated
from prisons and concentration camps, many of them Jews, and were
now waiting as Displaced Persons (DPs) to be repatriated to their
European homelands or to emigrate overseas, were largely regarded
with mistrust and suspicion. The fact that they were, for a time, given

38

Articles

burg (Neumünster, 1984); Michael Wildt, Der Traum vom Sattwerden: Hunger
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und Politik: Die Ernährungskrise in der Bizone (1945–1949) (Frankfurt/M.,
1990); and Rainer Gries, Die Rationen-Gesellschaft. Versorgungskampf und Ver-
gleichsmentalität: Leipzig, München und Köln nach dem Kriege (Münster 1991).



preferential treatment by the authorities in terms of food and accom-
modation, caused great annoyance, though this was hardly reflected
in the media.21

The largest group of people affected particularly severely by the
war, but whom the indigenous population was far from willing to
help, were the refugees and expellees.22 They also represented the
largest number of war victims amongst the civilian population:
according to semi-official estimates, there were 2 million of them.
They died when, on their treks, they were caught between the fronts
of the final battle, froze to death, or simply could not survive the
hardships of being on the run. The ‘refugee’ as a vernacular generic
term—it is far more differentiated in official statistics—for those who
left, or had to leave, their homeland because of the war, was elevat-
ed in contemporary sociology into a ‘figure of the changing times’, a
symbol of humanity per se.23

The first census held in the Federal Republic in 1950 registered 7.9
million refugees. This figure comprised Germans who were living in
the eastern areas of the German Reich when war broke out and who
no longer counted as Germans, and 1.5 million who had immigrated
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al. (eds.), Flüchtlinge und Vertriebene in der westdeutschen Nachkriegsgeschichte:
Bilanzierung der Forschung und Perspektiven für die künftige Forschungsarbeit
(Hildesheim, 1987); R. Endres (ed.), Bayerns vierter Stamm: Die Integration der
Flüchtlinge und Heimatvertriebenen nach 1945 (Cologne, 1998); and Dieter
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from the Soviet zone/GDR. Most were initially settled in predomi-
nantly agricultural regions of Schleswig-Holstein (the expellees and
refugees made up 33.2 per cent of the population in September 1950),
Lower Saxony (27.3 per cent), Bavaria (21.2 per cent), and Hesse (16.6
per cent), where in some regions they actually constituted a majority
of the population. Members of the former minority German group in
Czechoslovakia (Sudeten Germans) mainly settled in Bavaria. 

The integration of refugees and expellees into village communi-
ties was not without its problems. Many farmers did not regard them
as citizens with equal rights, but as foreigners, at best as welcome
cheap labour to replace the forced labourers who had left after the
war. Rapid integration was also hindered by the fact that refugees
and expellees who were looking for their families kept changing their
place of work and residence. The main points of conflict arose from
the fact that farmers were forced to provide them with accommoda-
tion, and were then disappointed when those they had taken in
turned out not to be skilled labourers because they had previously
done quite different jobs. In addition, the arrival of the expellees
often caused a split in communities that had previously been of one
denomination, and this could certainly cause conflict. Nonetheless,
the Catholic and Protestant communities set great store by integrat-
ing the new citizens from outside.24

The political situation gradually stabilized. There was a relatively
high turn-out for the elections to the regional parliaments in the
Western zones, in which the Christian Democrats and a new supra-
denominational union and other bourgeois parties gained a majori-
ty.25 A new constitution, the Basic Law, was promulgated with ele-
ments of traditional German democracy and Western influences, and
the Federal Republic was founded. But below the surface of a new
‘normality’, the catastrophe of the war remained ever-present in var-
ious diverse dimensions. Initially the image—literally—of post-war
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society was strongly influenced for many years by those disabled in
the Second World War (and, indeed, there were still some veterans
left from the First World War). Between 1.5 and 2 million people dis-
abled in the Second World War, both soldiers and civilians, were liv-
ing in the Federal Republic in 1950. To integrate this group of people
into society was seen as an important political task.26 It was a com-
mon experience for pupils in the 1950s to be instructed by someone
who had been disabled in the war. It became part of the German ver-
nacular that people would go on about their ‘Stalingrad experiences’,
and even today, this still means boring listeners with tales of heroic
deeds in the war. And, of course, war experiences were constantly
disseminated not only in classrooms but also in pubs and popular lit-
erature, of which there was plenty. Subjective descriptions of what
happened during the war obviously met a widespread need, and
contradicted the thesis often put forward that Nazism and the war
were ‘suppressed’ by the public, although ‘suppression’, as a psy-
choanalytical concept, should not be equated here with not talking
about it.27 In fact, the war was never talked about more than in the
1950s. The question is, how was it remembered? The answer is: by
excluding or ‘suppressing’ the Holocaust and always holding up
Wehrmacht soldiers and, indeed, wives on the home front, as positive
heroes.28

To a large degree memory of the war was also kept alive by social
policy formalized in the Bundesversorgungsgesetz (Federal Support
Law) passed at the end of 1950. In the first year it applied to about 3.9
million people entitled to financial support. In addition to the ‘war-
wounded’, this included about 900,000 widows and 1.3 million
orphans. The number of those receiving state support rose slightly
towards the middle of the 1950s but after that it gradually declined.
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However, in the last year of the ‘old’ Federal Republic it was still 1.4
million, half of them war invalids—a clear sign of the long-term
social burdens imposed by the Second World War.29

Although, as has already been mentioned, almost all the POWs
had returned by the time the Federal Republic was founded, the
media kept this topic alive. Every day the Red Cross ran missing-per-
sons announcements in the newspapers and virtually every hour
after the news on the radio. This upset many people during the early
years of the Federal Republic and ensured that memory of the war
did not fade away. The last POWs, some of them rightly condemned
as war criminals, returned from Siberia after Konrad Adenauer’s visit
to Moscow in 1955. To this day, a wave of films and books deals with
their return, although this group was by no means representative of
the whole group of POWs, but particularly well suited to tales of
national sacrifice.30

In addition, in a differentiated political culture, the expellees’
associations flourished, headed by a number of functionaries with
Nazi pasts. The Sunday speeches of the expellee functionaries, who
were often not free of Nazi taint, especially at the Whitsun meetings
of the regional groups, constantly referred to the crime of driving
people from their homeland and the end of the war and the post-war
period as a catastrophe. It was not until the expellees were gradually
integrated into the society of the Federal Republic, given state accom-
modation, and incorporated into the booming economy, that this
particular culture of war memory gradually started to fade.31

Given the lack of an army and militarism, the society of the early
Federal Republic was literally a civilian society. The clear subordina-
tion of the military to the primacy of politics after the Bundeswehr was
founded guaranteed this clear discontinuity compared to the inter-
war period. Nonetheless, in the first half of the 1950s the social status
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of the military was discernibly upgraded and former professional
soldiers were rehabilitated. This manifested itself in a self-confident
veterans’ culture among former members of the Wehrmacht and the
Waffen-SS, which the political parties also acknowledged. At this
time a strict distinction was drawn between a ‘clean Wehrmacht’ and
‘dirty SS’ in popular films, for instance, although members of the
Waffen-SS, who also guarded concentration camps in rotation, were
numbered among the soldiers without taint. High-ranking politi-
cians and church leaders even spoke up for the war criminals in
Allied prisons, and large sections of the press sympathized with
them as ‘condemned by war’.32

Thus there were a number of factors that allowed the war to influ-
ence the civilian society of the Federal Republic. The war was so
strongly present that it was not necessary to recall it. An additional
factor was that on the front between the two world systems, fear of
war was especially rife. The majority of West Germans expected the
Third World War to break out in the near future, imagining them-
selves to be in a brief period of respite between two world wars.
During the Korean War in the early 1950s there was stockpiling of
food supplies, and in the town-planners’ debates about high-rise
flats, which had not existed in Germany before 1945, a point against
them was that they would be easily identifiable enemy targets in the
next war.33 The end of the Second World War, therefore, did not
mean the end of the fear of war, but introduced a phase in which this
fear could be communicated in a restructured public sphere.34 What
still needs to be analysed, however, is which war experiences could
be discussed in public and in what form—and which ones could not.
As we know, the Holocaust was largely excluded for nearly two
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decades,35 and many war crimes received no official attention. The
violence done to women by soldiers was taboo in many families and
remained so until very recently. The whole dimension of a society
traumatized by war still leaves much to be examined.36

Work on West German rearmament up to the formation of the
Bundeswehr in 1956 has shown that the motives for rejecting it were
so mixed up that they are difficult to distinguish. Nationalism, anti-
Westernism, and national neutralism were overlaid by more every-
day emotions (‘Ohne mich’);37 it was not so much a question here of
an abstract fear of war, rather a fear of the Russians. Using political
posters the German Federal Government headed by Konrad
Adenauer successfully functionalized the enemy image of the
Bolshevik, designated as Asiatic, as an argument in favour of creat-
ing an army that was integrated into the Western alliance. The engi-
neering of a culture of fear,38 and the organization of propaganda
strategies are, nowadays, presented in different ways by historians.39
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(2003), pp. 3–20; see Axel Schildt, ‘ “German Angst”: Überlegungen zur Men-
talitätsgeschichte der Bundesrepublik’, in Daniela Münkel and Jutta Schwarz-
kopf (eds.), Geschichte als Experiment: Studien zu Politik, Kultur und Alltag im
19. und 20. Jahrhundert. Festschrift für Adelheid von Saldern (Frankfurt/M.,
2004), pp. 87–97; Eckart Conze, ‘Security as a Culture: Reflections on a
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the German Historical Institute London, 28/1 (May 2006), pp. 5–34.
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Nonetheless, it would not have been possible to keep enemy images
and fears alive if they had not been rooted in experience and dissem-
inated a million times in public media. One small episode shows how
deep-seated was the expectation that one day ‘the Russian’ would
come. A contemporary witness recalls a childhood scene from the
early 1950s. A neighbour had built two rooms on to his house. When
the witness’s father went to have a look, our witness overheard him
ask quietly: ‘And where is the hollow space?’ The neighbour imme-
diately knew what he meant, and just pointed with his finger to a
spot under the staircase. When the witness asked his father that
evening what it meant, his father replied: ‘That’s where you put
important papers and jewellery when Ivan comes.’40 Fear of
Communism, or, as contemporaries mostly called it, ‘Bolshevism’,
constituted one of the most powerful lines of continuity from the
Second World War to the newly constructed society of the Federal
Republic. The arsenal of the ideologically hegemonic Western apoth-
eosis in the first half of the 1950s included the construction of a meta-
physical opposition between freedom (in the sense not of ‘liberal’,
but of a Christian ideology) in the West and the collectivist East that
offers great scope for political analogies.41After the 1950s, a decade of
overcoming the immediate material consequences of war, discussion
of German war victims, and abatement of the real fear of war, the
interest of the public gradually became less intense. Although this
cannot easily be presented in statistics, however, deep-seated indi-
vidual and family problems remained that continued to leave their
mark on society. Families torn apart, the death of close relatives or
friends, alienation between husbands and wives after the separation
of the war years, youngsters growing up without fathers, the trauma
of air-raids, flight and expulsion, and rape by Allied soldiers—all
these continued to have an impact beneath the surface of successful
reconstruction, but were discussed very little within the family.42 In
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public, on the other hand, from the 1960s onwards, Nazi mass crimes
against the Jews, and, indeed, against other ‘forgotten victims’ who
were not part of the Volksgemeinschaft were constantly unearthed:
Gypsies, homosexuals, and, finally, also the millions of foreign forced
labourers.43 Then in the 1990s came heated discussions about the
crimes of the German Wehrmacht, when the fiction of a large, clean
Wehrmacht was called into question.44

Finally, in recent years there has been a revival of the discourses
of self-victimization, supposedly under the auspices of breaking
taboos, even though they have since become part of the mainstream
of popular memory culture. The end of the East–West divide has cre-
ated a new mass-media forum for previously internalized memories
of private experiences, and not only in Germany.45 This applies
above all to discussions about the victims of air raids, flight, and
expulsion. What is more, the generation of war children has grown
older; they have come to the end of their careers and want to sum up
their lives. This generation, which was largely ‘mute’ as regards their
own experiences, but who played a crucial part in the controversies
about German history, are now starting to articulate their own
traumatization in the war and immediate post-war period, often in
literary form, and have attracted considerable interest from the
media.46 The current debate about Günter Grass’s new book, Beim
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Häuten der Zwiebel (2006), in which, aged 78, he mentions for the first
time that at the age of 17 he belonged to the Waffen-SS is symptomatic
of the fact that German society has by no means dealt with the sub-
ject of the war and shows how difficult it is for those who went
through it to lay it to rest.47

Looking back over the last ten or twenty years, it is clear that inci-
dents giving rise to debates on Nazism, the war, and mass crimes
have been following one another in ever more rapid succession. They
range from the Historikerstreit in the second half of the 1980s,48 to the
discussion about compensation for forced labourers,49 the books by
Goldhagen and Aly,50 the erection of the Holocaust Memorial in
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Berlin,51 the planned centre against expulsion,52 and the biography of
Günter Grass, to give just a few striking examples. Historians should
take this as a challenge to present the so-called second history of
Nazism, that is, the history of the repercussions of the Third Reich
and the Second World War and how it was dealt with, in a differen-
tiated way at a level beneath the spectacular cases. Without this
dimension it is impossible, even today, to understand the history of
the Federal Republic as the history of a post-war society under the
very long shadows of the Second Word War.53
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PATRICK WAGNER, Bauern, Junker und Beamte: Lokale Herrschaft und
Partizipation im Ostelbien des 19. Jahrhunderts, Moderne Zeit. Neue
Forschungen zur Gesellschafts- und Kulturgeschichte des 19. und 20.
Jahrhunderts, 9 (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2005), 623 pp. ISBN 3
89244 946 5. EUR 54.00

This important book paints a bold new picture of grass-roots gov-
ernment in nineteenth-century east Elbian Prussia. Looming largest
is not aristocratic domination—Junkerherrschaft, or rule of the noble-
born (Junker) estate owners—but rather what Patrick Wagner
weightily calls Durchstaatlichung, or penetration of the countryside
by the power of the modern regulatory state (Max Weber’s Anstalts-
staat) (p. 14). This challenges the view, sturdily surviving in classic
works of Thomas Nipperdey and Hans-Ulrich Wehler, but also in
contemporary historiography, upholding a far-reaching Junker pri-
macy, traceable famously to Weber but also to the Junkers’ other lib-
eral critics of the late German Empire (notably the jurist Hugo Preuß,
drafter of the Weimar constitution). Wagner quotes Norbert
Steinbeck’s ‘nice formulation’ of this hitherto hegemonic perspective:
‘under the Empire too the Junkers held on “fossil-like to the lordly
existence en miniature of the patrimonial master of bygone cen-
turies” ’ (p. 11).1
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