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In recent years, historians have been paying more attention to the
veterans’ associations and the chances they had to exert political
influence, in particular, on the rearmament debate of the 1950s. At
the same time, the German public has become more interested in its
own suffering, focusing especially on the bombing of German towns,
population displacements, and wartime captivity. Research on
Wehrmacht soldiers is located in a field of tension between war crimes
trials and the discourse of victimization. The politics of their repre-
sentatives and the ways they found back into civilian life after 1945
have been in the foreground of interest. At the beginning of June this
year, Manfred Messerschmidt published a newspaper article under
the rather pointed title ‘Soldat, Bürger, Kämpfer’ (soldier, citizen,
fighter), in which he outlined three stations on the long march from
Wehrmacht soldier to citizen in no-man’s-land who, because of ma-
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terial hardship, joined with like-minded people and became a fighter
for his own cause in the new state.1

Interest in the question of how rearmament and the re-establish-
ment of the Bundeswehr in 1956 were possible, thus permitting indi-
viduals to return to military service, placed the soldiers’ associations
and lobby groups, and their opportunities to translate their aims into
concrete action, among the important research themes relating to the
history of the Federal Republic some time ago. There are well-found-
ed analyses of the subject of veterans dating from the 1960s.2 Since
the 1980s Georg Meyer has published a number of important contri-
butions in this area.3 His studies, and those by other historians, made
a contribution by making inroads into the archive material, investi-
gating the nature and extent of the employment found by ex-sol-
diers,4 while the problem of continuity, that is, the question of
whether incriminated individuals were accepted into the Federal
Republic’s new armed forces, and what influence they had on socie-
ty, could only be touched upon.5 The most recent studies, however,
make clear that the debate in the early 1950s about the pensions
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1 Manfred Messerschmidt, ‘Soldat, Bürger, Kämpfer: Bis heute haben die
Streitkräfte der Bundesrepublik ein ambivalentes Verhältnis zum Erbe von
Reichswehr und Wehrmacht’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 7 June 2005.
2 Krafft Freiherr Schenck zu Schweinsberg, ‘Die Soldatenverbände in der
Bundesrepublik’, in Georg Picht (ed.), Studien zur politischen und gesellschaft-
lichen Situation der Bundeswehr (Witten, 1965), vol. 1, pp. 96–177; Klaus Peter
Tauber, Beyond Eagle and Swastika: German Nationalism since 1945 (Middle-
town, Conn., 1967).
3 Georg Meyer, ‘Zur Situation der deutschen militärischen Führungsschicht
im Vorfeld des westdeutschen Verteidigungsbeitrages 1945–1950/51’, in
Roland G. Foerster et al. (eds.), Anfänge westdeutscher Sicherheitspolitik 1945–
1956, vol. 1: Von der Kapitulation bis zum Pleven-Plan (Munich, 1982), pp. 577–
736; Georg Meyer, ‘Soldaten ohne Armee: Berufssoldaten im Kampf um
Standesehre und Versorgung’, in Martin Broszat, Klaus-Dietmar Henke, and
Hans Woller (eds.), Von Stalingrad zur Währungsreform: Zur Sozialgeschichte
des Umbruchs in Deutschland (Munich, 1988), pp. 683–750. 
4 Cf. the excellent survey by Dieter Krüger, Das Amt Blank: Die schwierige
Gründung des Bundesministeriums für Verteidigung (Freiburg, 1993); Detlev Bald,
‘Alte Kameraden: Offizierskader in der Bundeswehr’, in Ursula Breymayer
(ed.), Willensmenschen: Über deutsche Offiziere (Frankfurt, 1999), pp. 50–64.
5 Hans-Peter Schwarz, Die Ära Adenauer: Gründerjahre der Republik 1949–1957
(Stuttgart, 1981); id., ‘Die ausgebliebene Katastrophe: Eine Problemskizze



which were being demanded by ex-Wehrmacht soldiers acted as a cat-
alyst for a wider veterans’ movement. Groups of veterans were polit-
ically mobilized for the first time as a result, and continued to be
active in associations even after their material demands had largely
been met. Thus from 1949 at the latest, when Adenauer founded the
new state, the veterans’ objectives, which had originally been limited
to lobbying for better treatment, changed in scope. The veterans’
associations were now interested in a ‘politics of honour’ looking
back to the past.

The debate about the military legacy, the uses to which military
traditions should be put, and the crimes denied by the Wehrmacht,
summed up in the slogan of the ‘clean Wehrmacht’, has accompanied
the political culture of the Federal Republic from its inception to the
present day—of course, at varying intensities and with varying
degrees of success. Since reunification and the stimulation of the dis-
cussion of war crimes committed by the Wehrmacht,6 there has been
greater public interest than ever before in recent German military his-
tory. And scholars, too, have returned to this issue with new ques-
tions and approaches.7 The studies under review here supplement
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zur Geschichte der Bundesrepublik’, in Hermann Rudolph (ed.), Den Staat
denken: Theodor Eschenburg zum Fünfundachtzigsten (Berlin, 1993), pp. 151–74,
at pp. 152 f.; Peter Reichel, ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung als Problem unserer
politischen Kultur: Einstellungen zum Dritten Reich und seine Folgen’, in
Jürgen Weber and Peter Steinbach (eds.), Vergangenheitsbewältigung durch
Strafverfahren? NS-Prozesse in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Munich, 1984),
pp. 145–63; Klaus Naumann, ‘Integration und Eigensinn: Die Sicherheits-
eliten der frühen Bundesrepublik zwischen Kriegs- und Friedenskultur’, in
Thomas Kühne (ed.), Von der Kriegskultur zur Friedenskultur? Zum Mentali-
tätswandel in Deutschland seit 1945 (Münster, 2000), pp. 202–18.
6 Hannes Heer and Klaus Naumann (eds.), Vernichtungskrieg: Verbrechen der
Wehrmacht 1941–1944 (Hamburg, 1995); Thomas Kühne, ‘Der nationalsozia-
listische Vernichtungskrieg und die “ganz normalen” Deutschen: For-
schungsprobleme und Forschungstendenzen der Gesellschaftsgeschichte
des Zweiten Weltkriegs’, part 1, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 39 (1999), pp.
580–663. 
7 Thomas Kühne, ‘Die Viktimisierungsfalle: Wehrmachtverbrechen, Ge-
schichtswissenschaft und symbolische Ordnung des Militärs’, in Michael
Greven and Oliver von Wrochem (eds.), Der Krieg in der Nachkriegszeit: Der
Zweite Weltkrieg in Politik und Gesellschaft der Bundesrepublik (Opladen, 2000),
pp. 183–96.



and carry this process forward. They concentrate on the significance
of the veterans’ participation in the Federal Republic’s political dis-
course,8 and their renunciation of the previous regime. Ultimately,
therefore, they provide an assessment of the democratic basis of
Adenauer’s first period of government. All three authors examine the
integration of former career soldiers in the political and military insti-
tutions of the Federal Republic, and establish whether a professional
group which supported Hitler’s rule has been transformed into a reli-
ably democratic institution.

The crucial factor in the integration, and occasional rehabilitation,
of ex-Wehrmacht soldiers was the political framework. Norbert Frei
coined the term Vergangenheitspolitik for this political process, which
was composed of the elements of amnesty, integration, and setting
boundaries.9 Vergangenheitspolitik refers to the political process by
which the new West German society tried to deal with the legacies of
the Third Reich. Most recently, interest has focused especially on the
connection between how the legal system dealt with theses issues
and the changes which this policy underwent during the Cold War.
In this context, Allied policy is of particular importance. Not only did
the Allies dictate the first and therefore most influential decisions in
respect, for example, of the payment of pensions, but they also con-
ducted trials of officers and prescribed a political framework which
survived at least until the new state was founded in 1949. Those ex-
Wehrmacht soldiers with specific interests to pursue undoubtedly
came together for the first time during the occupation period, thus
setting the points for the later veterans’ policy. In order to under-
stand the problem, it is essential at this point to distinguish between
various groups among the veterans, for the political effects of the
campaigns of, for example, the Verband Deutscher Soldaten, can be
presented as a contrast to the ‘failures’ of reformers such as Count
Baudissin, or of individual campaigners for reform, such as Leo Geyr
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8 See also Alaric Searle, ‘Veterans’ Associations and Political Radicalism in
West Germany, 1951–1954: A Case Study of the Traditionsgemeinschaft
Großdeutschland’, Canadian Journal of History, 34 (1999), pp. 221–48. 
9 Norbert Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik: Die Anfänge der Bundesrepublik und die
NS-Vergangenheit (Munich, 1996), p. 14. Frei was initially referring to this
phenomenon in Germany, but on the basis of his useful definition the con-
cept has since been expanded to a wider context.



von Schweppenburg. But here the three authors in question differ
markedly in their interpretations.

The definition of veterans’ policy has two aspects, both of which
are worth analysing in detail. This term refers not only to the policies
made for the benefit of veterans, but also to the lobbying and public
relations campaigns which this group conducted on its own behalf.
We cannot speak of a ‘policy’ before the foundation of the Federal
Republic, but this should not obscure the fact that measures were
taken for or against the veterans before this time, and that even
before the associations were founded in 1949, informal groups came
together with the aim of making their concerns known to a wider
public. It is therefore sensible to divide the subject into four phases:
the first deals with the period from 1945 to 1949, when war-damage
was removed; the second phase lasted from 1949 to 1953, the point at
which Adenauer’s government was politically consolidated by the
signing of the General Treaty (Deutschlandvertrag, Generalvertrag); the
third phase, lasting until 1956 and perhaps the most political, was
characterized by the creation of new armed forces and the associated
nominal solution of the problem of war criminals; and the final phase
encompasses the decline and political marginalization of the veter-
ans’ associations from 1956.

Over the last decade or so, a number of interesting studies on sol-
diers’ associations and veterans’ politics have been published, large-
ly based on relatively new archival material. These works, in partic-
ular, those by Jörg Echternkamp and Thomas Kühne, contribute to
political history, but also to the history of mentalities, determined by
concepts such as ‘experience’, ‘remembrance’, and ‘memory’.10

Against this background, Searle and Lockenour offer a useful service

49

Soldiers into Citizens

10 Jörg Echternkamp, ‘Mit dem Krieg seinen Frieden schließen: Wehrmacht
und Weltkrieg in der Veteranenkultur 1945–1960’, in Kühne (ed.), Von der
Kriegskultur zur Friedenskultur?, pp. 78–93; Jörg Echternkamp, ‘Wut auf die
Wehrmacht? Vom Bild der deutschen Soldaten in der unmittelbaren Nach-
kriegszeit’, in Rolf-Dieter Müller and Hans-Erich Volkmann (eds.), Die
Wehrmacht: Mythos und Realität (Munich, 1999), pp. 1058–80; Jörg Echtern-
kamp, ’Nationalismus in der deutschen Nachkriegsgesellschaft 1945–1960’,
in id. and Sven Oliver Müller (eds.), Die Politik der Nation: Deutscher
Nationalismus in Krieg und Krisen 1760-1960 (Munich, 2002), pp. 219–46;
Thomas Kühne, ‘Zwischen Vernichtungskrieg und Freizeitgesellschaft: Die
Veteranenkultur in Deutschland (1945–1995)’, in Klaus Naumann (ed.),



in that they locate the veterans within the political landscape of the
early Federal Republic, and, for the first time, draw clear distinctions
between the various levels of veterans’ circles, with their different
interests and opportunities to exert political influence. Manig, on the
other hand, has written an important and detailed study of associa-
tion politics and the various fields of political lobbying. The studies
differ considerably not only in scope and methodology, but also in
their analyses and conclusions. These differences are dictated not
least by the types of sources they draw upon, and the period of time
they cover.

By asking how successfully the ex-soldiers were integrated into
the Bonn Republic in the period 1945 to 1956, Lockenour is able to
draw conclusions concerning the stability of this democracy. He
divides the veterans’ associations into victims’ associations, ‘tradi-
tion’ associations, and soldiers’ associations with a clear political
interest in political questions, and provides a useful survey of the
period 1945 to 1955. His main point is to demonstrate the growing
acceptance of the veterans and thus their successful integration in
Adenauer’s republic. Certainly, he draws his conclusions mainly
from sources relating to the group of generals, from their papers and
association publications, and generalizes from these to make state-
ments relating to the situation of all soldiers, which sometimes cre-
ates the impression of foreshortening. In addition, the author himself
frequently goes beyond his own period of investigation and traces
later developments, drawing, for example, on publications such as
that of the ‘tradition’ association Großdeutschland into the 1960s.
Lockenour’s use of source material written by soldiers’ associations
is problematic, however, because he takes the statements made there
at face value, for example, relating to their difficult economic situa-
tion even after the amendment to Article 131 of the Basic Law, which
reserved a certain number of official positions for wartime public sec-
tor employees. Incidentally, the American James Diehl, author of an
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Nachkrieg in Deutschland (Hamburg, 2001), pp. 90–113; Thomas Kühne,
‘Zwischen Männerbund und Volksgemeinschaft: Hitlers Soldaten und der
Mythos der Kameradschaft’, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 38 (1998), pp. 165–89;
id., ‘Kameradschaft-”das Beste im Leben des Mannes”: Die deutschen
Soldaten des Zweiten Weltkriegs in erfahrungs- und geschlechterge-
schichtlicher Perspektive’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 22 (1996), pp. 504–29.



earlier study on the German veterans, the first English-language
investigation of the subject, also relied on a very similar body of
source material.11

As the title of his book makes clear, Searle’s study of the years
1949 to 1959 concentrates on the role of the Wehrmacht generals in the
rearmament debate and on their position in the political discourse of
the Federal Republic of Germany. On the basis of a typology, he pin-
points when an officer was promoted to the rank of general. Searle
further examines the role of individual protagonists in the major mil-
tary controversies of the  early post-war period: the debate concern-
ing the 20 July conspirators; the debate on the wearing of decora-
tions; and, finally, the debate on military reform, which concerned
the new philosophy of the armed forces, the principle of the ‘citizen
in uniform’. On the basis of these questions, conclusions can be
drawn concerning the role of participating officers in the process of
Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to terms with the past), and on the
willingness of generals for reform. Searle also provides new research
insights in his analysis of the trials of generals for war crimes in
German courts in the late 1950s, which achieved massive public
exposure. According to Searle, the public’s negative attitude shows
that there can be no question of an undifferentiated rehabilitation of
the Wehrmacht.

Manig, by contrast, argues that the rehabilitation of career sol-
diers in the early Federal Republic was successful. He investigates
the extent to which the political parties and the organs of government
in the Federal Republic opposed, or even encouraged, nationalistic
tendencies within the veterans’ movement; asks what influence was
exerted by the occupying powers; examines the economic, social, and
psychological factors involved; and looks at the process of integra-
tion. It is not clear, however, why Manig stops his investigation in
1953, instead of continuing until 1956. After the ratification of the
General Treaty in 1953, in particular, the soldiers’ groups pursued a
noticeable and effective policy, as many of the demands made in the
CDU and FDP party manifestos show. Yet Manig has succeeded in
producing a pioneering study for the period up to 1953, and offers
completely new insights into the penetration of the CDU by veterans,

51

Soldiers into Citizens

11 James M. Diehl, The Thanks of the Fatherland: German Veterans after the
Second World War (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1993).



and its responses to the demands of soldiers among the voting pop-
ulation. Previously, it had been assumed that soldiers’ circles net-
worked mainly with the FDP in the 1950s.12

However, any investigation of veterans’ culture in the Federal
Republic must start by looking at the immediate post-war period,
when those involved felt that they were constantly being ‘defamed’.
It must treat topics such as the experience of total defeat, pensions,
war crimes trials, and the public discourse of guilt, the legal aspects
of which are of particular significance. In recent years, many studies
of war crimes trials have been published, and these must be regard-
ed as the starting point of any analysis of veterans’ policy. After all,
it was often in the context of these trials that the first lobby groups
working for a rehabilitation of the soldiers made their appearance.13

Only then is it possible to examine the various strands of influence,
demands, and forms of organization in respect of Germany’s possi-
ble rearmament against the background of the foreign policy tensions
of the Cold War. And finally, it will be necessary to look at the spe-
cific ‘policy of honour’ implicated in the problem of war criminals
and its solution. When they achieved their long-term objective of
having all war criminals released, the soldiers’ associations had, as it
were, made themselves redundant. Internal differences emerged
more clearly, and resulted in the political marginalization of the asso-
ciations.
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12 Dietrich Wagner, FDP und Wiederbewaffnung: Die wehrpolitische Orientie-
rung der Liberalen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1949–1955 (Boppard,
1978).
13 Donald Bloxham, Genocide on Trial: War Crime Trials and the Formation of
Holocaust History and Memory (Oxford, 2001); Peter Maguire, Law and War: An
American Story (New York, 2001); Joachim Staron, Fosse Ardeatine und
Marzabotto: Deutsche Kriegsverbrechen und Resistenza (Paderborn, 2002);
Michele Battini, Peccati di Memoria: La mancata Norimberga italiana (Rome,
2003); Kerstin von Lingen, Kesselrings letzte Schlacht. Kriegsverbrecherprozesse,
Veteranenpolitik und Wiederbewaffnung: Der Fall Kesselring (Paderborn, 2004);
Claudia Moisel, Frankreich und die deutschen Kriegsverbrecher: Politik und Praxis
der Strafverfolgung nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg (Göttingen, 2004); Hinke
Piersma, De drie van Breda: Duitse oorlogsmisdadigers in Nederlandse gevangen-
schap, 1945–1989 (Amsterdam, 2005).



I Problems of Providing for the Veterans and War Crimes Trials:
‘Defamation’ 1945–49

In 1945, after complete defeat and millions of war dead, it initially
seemed that anything military would be discredited for years.
Lockenour emphasizes the double defeat which the lost war signified
for soldiers, a professional one and a material one. Many former career
soldiers left the internment camps, where ‘automatic arrest’ had placed
them, into a hopeless situation in which they were forbidden to exer-
cise their profession and unemployment was rife. Even the simplest
workshops did not want to employ a ‘militarist’ because they feared
difficulties with the occupiers or harboured their own resentments.
Manig comments: ‘Social degradation and delegitimization were
direct consequences of a national catastrophe for which the military
leadership had to take joint responsibility. Social degradation and
delegitimization, however, are not to be confused with discrimination
and defamation, two slogans which soon shaped the group identity of
the career soldiers, and would bring it back to life’ (p. 585).

Criminal proceedings, in particular, the Nuremberg trials, con-
tributed to the social rejection of career officers, and to their feeling of
being ‘defamed’. Although the judges did not have access to any-
thing like the details known today, the Nuremberg trials demon-
strated clearly to a majority of the German people that Hitler’s
Wehrmacht had been involved in planning and executing a war of
aggression, in which certain units were not only witnesses but also
perpetrators of, or responsible for, crimes that had been committed
behind the front line.14 Yet after the formal acquittal of the general
staff in 1946, the view spread through the general public that while
the Wehrmacht had been misused, it had, apart from individual
wrongdoers, remained essentially ‘decent’.15 This myth of the ‘clean
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14 Wolfram Wette, ‘Fall 12: Der OKW-Prozess’, in Gerd R. Ueberschär (ed.),
Der Nationalsozialismus vor Gericht: Die alliierten Prozesse gegen Kriegsverbrecher
und Soldaten 1943–1952 (Frankfurt/Main, 1999), pp. 199–212, at p. 202.
15 Wolfram Wette, ‘Das Bild der Wehrmacht-Elite nach 1945’, in Gerd R.
Ueberschär (ed.), Hitlers militärische Elite, vol. 2 (Darmstadt, 1998), pp.
293–308, at p. 294; Manfred Messerschmidt, ‘Vorwärtsverteidigung. Die
“Denkschrift der Generale” für den Nürnberger Gerichtshof’, in Hannes
Heer and Klaus Naumann (eds.), Vernichtungskrieg: Verbrechen der Wehrmacht
1941 bis 1945 (Hamburg, 1995), pp. 531–50.



Wehrmacht’ must be considered the first building block of the later
consensus upon which the Federal Republic was founded. This
potential was immediately recognized by the veterans, mostly by
those who were to be found around the defence lawyers. The war
crimes trials were, therefore, the first platform for a veterans’ policy
to benefit those who had taken part in the war and whose aim was to
create meaning for the former soldiers.

After the shock of the Nuremberg military tribunal and the con-
viction of the two highest-ranking German officers in the Armed
Forces High Command (OKW), Keitel and Jodl, we can see that
under the leadership of the defence individual officers separated
themselves, as it were, from their real wartime experiences,16 and
closed ranks to fight for social rehabilitation. They did all they could
to distance the Wehrmacht intellectually from the atrocities committed
by the Nazi regime. Moreover, the new slogan of ‘restoring honour’
was associated with the idea that the Wehrmacht had not lost its hon-
our as a result of the way in which it had conducted itself during the
war; rather, it was claimed, the Allies had taken away the Wehr-
macht’s honour through the criminal convictions of representative
leaders, and by imposing humiliating collective measures and delib-
erate social degradation.

Manig’s chapters surveying career officers in the Nazi state, the
measures taken by the Allies (de-Nazification, de-militarization), and
the social position of career officers after 1945 are highly informative.
Lockenour, too, describes this phase of exclusion and material hard-
ship vividly, although the suspicion sometimes arises that he has
read too many of the associational publications, such as Der Notweg,
and taken them at face value. In his introductory chapter Searle, by
contrast, pays more attention to the experiential impact of Zero Hour,
and examines how the officer corps dealt with defeat, criminal pros-
ecutions, and the post-war period, shaped by their personal experi-
ences as prisoners-of-war or defendants, Allied measures, and the
acceptance of political realities such as the division of Germany and
the East–West conflict.

As Lockenour shows, however, in 1945 there was a fundamental
difference compared with the aftermath of the First World War: sol-
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16 On the loss of reality cf. Wolfram Wette, Die Wehrmacht: Feindbilder,
Vernichtungskrieg, Legenden (Frankfurt/Main, 2002), p. 192.



diers interned by the Allies and initially kept distant from the nation-
building process were less able to hatch intrigues, and simply had to
come to terms with the situation. Many individuals who wanted to
put themselves in the service of their country again and were eager
to wipe out the disgrace of the lost war by personal commitment,
wrote letters to the newspapers and took part in public debates in the
first years of the republic. ‘Serving the people rather than undermin-
ing the state became the goal of career soldiers and their organiza-
tions, which is a marked contrast with the 1920s’ (Lockenour, p. 183).

II ‘Vergangenheitspolitik’ up to 1949

If the first veterans’ meetings were dominated by questions of pro-
viding for their members, from as early as 1947 backroom delibera-
tions were taking place about Germany making a military contribu-
tion in the Cold War, and once the Federal Republic was founded,
these were conducted in public. The fate of men such as Field
Marshal Albert Kesselring who, along with Erich von Manstein, was
the figurehead of the veterans’ associations, came to symbolize the
triad of personal humiliation, war crimes trials, and political net-
working among interested circles.

As the president of three of the veterans’ associations, Kesselring
was to have some influence on the fate of the Federal Republic in the
1950s. He continued in his pre-war views, which had changed little,
and made himself a pioneer when, for the last time, he gave his sol-
diers intellectual guidance and left them in no doubt that what was
required after 1945 was nothing less than historical rehabilitation.
Shortly after the end of the war, he had noted in his diary that what
counted now was to win at least the last, historical crusade so that
millions of ex-soldiers could have the chance to find some sense in
the war effort, at least in retrospect.17 They had assembled for the
‘last battle in Italy’, which would have to be won. After the lost war,
the planned campaign of rehabilitation was intended to give the
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17 Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv, Freiburg, N 750 (Kesselring Papers), vol. 2:
‘Londoner Tagebuch’ (containing reflections on his task as a ‘historical per-
sonality’) and vol. 3: ‘Prozesstagebuch Kesselring’, entry of 9 Feb. 1947: ‘Der
Kampf beginnt’. 



Wehrmacht at least a moral victory. He thus coined the motto which
applied not only to his war crimes trial of 1947, which ended in a
death sentence and was commuted shortly thereafter to life impris-
onment, but also to the later campaign for a pardon when he was in
the British military prison in Werl, from where he was released in
1952. But in the end it was only international involvement and the
formation of a war criminals’ lobby that had the desired effect: polit-
ical pressure was created through the issue of war criminals, and
Adenauer and the Allies could not ignore it.

The trial of Field Marshal Erich von Manstein in 1949 showed
clearly that the political intentions of the Western Allies had changed
from wanting to punish war criminals to a desire to reintegrate
Germany into the community of nations and post-war alliances.18

The press reported in a way favourable to the offender about the
‘political show trial’, and the debate about drawing a line under the
German past and the Allied trials began to gather momentum.19 The
campaign for the release of Albert Kesselring, which was conducted
from 1950 and achieved success in October 1952, also demonstrated
how much pressure the war criminals’ lobby could exert when it
acted together.

It must not be overlooked, however, that the veterans represent-
ed only a small percentage of the powerful war criminals’ lobby. In
the analysis of Kesselring’s case, it becomes clear that the veterans
had links with many other social, church, and professional groups,
institutions, and associations (such as, for example, the Heidelberger
Juristenkreis founded by the defence lawyers at the Nuremberg
Trials, and the Zentrale Rechtsschutzstelle des Bundesjustizministe-
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18 Donald Bloxham, ‘Punishing German Soldiers during the Cold War: The
Case of Erich von Manstein’, Patterns of Prejudice, 33/4 (1999), pp. 25–45; J. H.
Hoffman, ‘German Field Marshals as War Criminals? A British Embarass-
ment’, Journal of Contemporary History, 23 (1988), pp. 17–35; Oliver von
Wrochem, ‘Die Auseinandersetzung mit Wehrmachtverbrechen im Prozeß
gegen den Generalfeldmarschall Erich von Manstein 1949’, Zeitschrift für
Geschichtswissenschaft, 4 (1998), pp. 329–53; id., ‘Rehabilitation oder Straf-
verfolgung: Kriegsverbrecherprozeß gegen Generalfeldmarschall Erich von
Manstein im Widerstreit britischer Interessen’, Mittelweg 36, 6/3 (1997), pp.
26–36.
19 Lingen, Kesselrings letzte Schlacht, pp. 180–8; Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik, p.
159. 



riums). In most of these cases, no genuine identification with military
concerns could be established; rather, self-interest or moral consider-
ations were exploited.20 Journalists and politicians abroad,21 espe-
cially in the USA and Britain, were in many ways targeted and fed
with specific information.22 This made it possible for the foreign lob-
byists to build up their influence and to exert pressure on the gov-
ernments of the USA, Britain, and Germany by means of parliamen-
tary initiatives (for example, Lord Maurice Hankey’s petitions for
debates in the House of Lords; Senator William Langer’s resolutions
in the US Congress). 

III Political Influence and the Politics of the Association Movement after
1949

The interest of the Western Allies in war crimes gave the whole issue
great political weight in Germany, and it became one of the major
topics of debate after the Federal Republic was founded in 1949.23 In
the course of the public debate, the veterans’ associations managed
semantically to merge the prisoners-of-war who were still incarcerat-
ed and those who had been legally convicted as war criminals into a
single group, and to demand, without differentiation, ‘freedom for
all those convicted because of the war’. Thus they transformed this
group into a vehicle for their demand for the rehabilitation of the
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Wehrmacht. We must, however, distinguish between the political
implications of this question, in particular with regard to German
domestic politics and Adenauer’s attitude, and the internal debates
within the veterans’ associations concerning the creation of a military
heritage.

Amnesty and integration were an essential guarantee of internal
stability in the early years of the Federal Republic, whose attractive-
ness increased with its economic expansion, and permanently
secured the loyalty of the old élites. Not least in response to Allied
pressure, a basic anti-Nazi consensus had emerged in the Federal
Republic. In this context Adenauer adopted an expedient optimism
for his own purposes. In addition to dealing with the impact of
domestic crises on foreign policy, he was generally interested in mak-
ing possible the integration of a large number of potential electoral
supporters.

On the basis of this mixture of motives, Adenauer applied to the
Allied High Commissioners as early as 1950 for a new German army
to be set up, and for all those ‘convicted because of the war’ to be
released. This caused enormous anxieties on the part of the French, in
particular.24 Manig establishes the existence of this interplay between
the Federal Republic’s foreign policy interests, and concessions to the
former career soldiers and their institutional integration, but rejects
the political price of this deal as too high. Yet the process of German
reintegration in exchange for giving up war crimes trials was irre-
versible, and remained the priority of Allied policy.

Adenauer also favoured giving the issue of war crimes greater
priority for party political reasons. Ultimately, by claiming that the
number of real criminals in the army had been ‘extraordinarily
small’, he gave his official sanction to the notion that ‘war crimes had
been a marginal phenomenon in the mass army’. The rehabilitation
of the soldiers’ honour, a point which Eisenhower made emphatical-
ly, although, admittedly, at a time of enormous political pressure
during the Korean War, superficially appears as a scandalous alliance
of expediency in post-war society. After all, it paved the way for pub-
lic repression of large parts of the Nazi war. Of course, it is some-
times forgotten that these ‘declarations of honour’ were countered by
embarrassing public appearances by association functionaries, or by
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individual militarist politicians from the officer corps who looked to
the past as Searle and Manig point out. Yet it is undeniable that in the
early 1950s the representatives of officers’ interests, in interviews and
memoirs, not only established the idea of a ‘clean Wehrmacht’, but
cemented it.25 In detailed studies, Thomas Kühne has pointed espe-
cially to the myth of comradeship as a normative power, which, also
after 1945, contributed to the proliferation of this image.26

In order to obtain the consent of the Bundestag, and thus the vot-
ers, for the planned rearmament, a discussion about the role of the
military had to be held in the new German state. Given the success
story of German rearmament, it is often forgotten that this debate
deeply polarized society in the Federal Republic, and that soldiers
were among the critics of a new German army.27 Therefore an inves-
tigation of the internal structure and debates within the various
groupings which presented themselves as the veterans’ mouthpieces
is especially significant. Since the foundation of the Federal Republic,
they had positioned themselves in public, and to some extent also in
the party political landscape. Such an investigation is necessary in
order to allow anything to be said about the homogeneity of the vet-
erans’ groups, and about those who were interested in the rehabilita-
tion of the soldiers.

Particularly illuminating and in part highly suprising is Searle’s
analysis of the interconnections between the Amt Blank (predecessor
of the Federal Ministry of Defence), the Control Group, and the
Organisation Gehlen (predecessor of the Federal Intelligence
Service). A central opinion-forming role was taken by men such as
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Gottfried Hansen, who later led the Verband Deutscher Soldaten,
and the former generals Hans Speidel and Adolf Heusinger, who
acted as unofficial advisers to Adenauer and served as a connection
between veterans and politics.28 Adenauer had long-serving officers,
secluded in the Himmerod monastery in the Eiffel, draw up a blue-
print for the internal structure and philosophy of the future armed
forces, and they were also given the chance to articulate demands for
the rehabilitation of career soldiers.29

Yet the ideas for reform that accompanied the development of the
Bundeswehr cast doubt on the validity of the military heritage. The
confrontation with the role of the military in the war turned out to be
more difficult than expected. Klaus Naumann has pointed out that
the legacy of total war has had a more lasting impact on German soci-
ety than has generally been assumed so far.30 Many officers had
never considered the possibility that fundamental military virtues
such as bravery, doing one’s duty, and discipline could also be used
for immoral and criminal aims, let alone accepted that violations of
international law had taken place on the German side. Most officers
were not prepared publicly to think beyond their oath to Hitler,
which silenced any pangs of conscience, and the resulting relation-
ship of unconditional obligation.

The success of the veterans’ organizations at least in the lobby
work relating to the ‘so-called war criminals’ in 1951 and 1952 must
not blind us to the fact that there was a time of reflection among offi-
cers’ circles during the immediate post-war period. The knowledge
that they had served a criminal cause resulted in many adopting a
new position—but only in private, as Lockenour and Searle show.
The external impact was quite different: veterans’ associations and
politicians were in favour of well-known military leaders taking the
lead in the debate on rearmament, and pushing ahead the ‘politics of
honour’ for the benefit of the Wehrmacht.
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Thus, as Searle has shown, the conclusions which the military
leadership élite drew from the lost war are crucial for an assessment
of the stability of social structures in the early phase of the Federal
Republic of Germany. Although many were thankful to Theodor
Heuss for his unconditional championing of old soldiers, his opinion
that after a few victorious campaigns, the ‘bleeding to death of an
overstretched army’ could not constitute a tradition remained incom-
prehensible to them. According to Heuss, in clear contrast to the pre-
vailing opinion among soldiers’ circles, tradition could only grow out
of civil courage and resistance: ‘This army found its martyrs in the
soldiers of 20 July, whose revolt might have hoped to spare the
fatherland from total devastation—with their failure, their dying, a
core of the army’s inner tradition of decency, of chivalry towards the
defeated, was also destroyed.’31

The notion that the men of 20 July, whom Kesselring and many of
his comrades continued to regard as ‘traitors to the fatherland’, could
be presented to the young army as role models was adamantly reject-
ed. Consequently, all three studies place particular emphasis on the
20 July plot. The notion of a military duty of allegiance, upon which
there had been general agreement up to that time, had obviously bro-
ken apart on 20 July 1944,32 and the discussion between ‘oath break-
ers’ and ‘oath keepers’ revealed the lack of common yardsticks. Here
too, as all three studies show, various lines of interpretation over-
lapped to produce a negative picture as a whole. Searle demonstrates
that there was never anything like a uniform opinion on this question
among the generals as a group. Lockenour comes to the conclusion
that the course taken by the debate concerning 20 July shows how
much chance dictated the agenda. He suggests that a coincidence
between the domestic goals of the political parties, those of the vet-
erans, and public expectations finally produced valid linguistic pre-
scriptions. In addition to conservative ‘oath keepers’, as Lockenour
stresses, anti-Communist considerations led to a rejection of the
assassination attempt, which allegedly accelerated the Soviet
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advance and thus the loss of the eastern part of the country. From this
point of view, rejection of the assassination attempt counted as a
rejection of the division of Germany.

Yet passionate debates also flared up on issues such as what the
new armed forces should be called, and the wearing of medals, clear-
ly reflecting the officers’ expectations. Formalities such as uniforms
and medals, as well as forms and conventions, and the role of the sol-
diers formerly in the Waffen-SS,33 who, for a number of reasons, were
unable to integrate into democratic society, as Manig outlines, pro-
vided opportunities for heated debates. Many did not want to admit
that the military tradition as a whole had become brittle and dubious
during the Third Reich, when the military had hardly dared to
protest at increasingly ideological warfare. Manig, however, goes too
far when, referring to the unsuccessful integration of the Waffen-SS,
which was unable to take part in such discussions on account of
group cohesion, he generalizes: ‘The rehabilitation of career soldiers,
as the example of the HIAG [association of veterans of the Waffen-SS]
shows, was, from 1951, always also a rehabilitation of Nazis’ (p. 584). 

IV Marginalization after 1956

By focusing on the issue of war crimes, the veterans’ associations
faced problems of legitimacy once they had achieved their material
goal of making adequate provision for former Wehrmacht officers,
and the war crimes issue had been resolved. In addition to squabbles
within the associations, the causes and course of which are traced by
Lockenour and Manig, the latter following them at least until 1953, it
was the generals’ trials at the end of the 1950s in particular which
contributed to the dismantling of the Wehrmacht myth. These trials, in
which individual generals were indicted for crimes against German
soldiers during the final phase of the war, served two purposes. Their
primary goal was to uncover crimes, but they also served to encour-
age social distancing from those who still refused to take note of the
cruel side of Nazi Germany’s war.
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Unlike the Nuremberg Trials and the war crimes’ trials of the late
1940s, the trials which were held from 1957 involved for the first time
a perception and public discussion of the crimes, and therefore had a
demonstrable impact on the consciousness of society. The press cov-
erage of the trials makes clear that the consensus of the immediate
post-war period, according to which German officers were unjustly
persecuted by the victors, was broken. One factor which contributed
to this was that the press reported widely how the former military
icons compromised themselves as military experts before the courts.
More clearly than any Allied propaganda could do, the ex-officers
themselves often demonstrated the continued existence of a Nazi ide-
ology of war which ruled them out from military service for the new
state.

The fact that crimes against German soldiers in the last days of the
war had taken place clearly demonstrated the fanaticism of certain
officers and made it possible for the German people to show empa-
thy with other victims in a way which they had previously been
unable to do. Searle’s analysis of the various proceedings, in particu-
lar, those against Field Marshal Ferdinand Schörner, feared by his
own soldiers as ‘bloody Ferdinand’, the Manteuffel trial, and the
three Tolsdorff trials, allows the conclusion that the process of social
rehabilitation of these officers, which had been largely complete, was
now reversed by the officers themselves. This had far-reaching con-
sequences for the way in which the officer corps perceived itself, and
for its social acceptance. In the generals’ trials, the veterans’ associa-
tions, which had aims to do with rehabilitation and Vergangenheits-
politik, encountered a new critical public which, in contrast to 1945,
now demanded to know the ‘truth’ about the war in court. As a
result, as Searle shows, the myth of the ‘clean Wehrmacht’ was not
unrefuted,34 although it survived, at least in the public memory, until
well into the 1990s.

How soldiers had behaved in the final weeks of the war was also
of great significance for the personnel policies of the Bundeswehr, par-
ticularly in relation to the first appointments to higher positions.
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Future soldiers had to be examined by the Personalgutachterausschuß
(personnel screening committee). In a reversal of the verdicts of 1945,
now public opinion agreed that displaying civil courage, preventing
unnecessary destruction, and saving the lives of their own soldiers
was considered exemplary behaviour. Towards the end of the 1950s
a consensus emerged, in contrast to many of the positions adopted in
the immediate post-war period, that the behaviour of higher com-
manders in the final year of the war was unacceptable and new mod-
els of military behaviour needed to be sought. Anyone who, after
1950, still defended the senseless sacrifices of the last days of the war
had either not understood the new value system that had established
itself, or refused to acknowledge the real nature of the war.

V Conclusion

To draw these various threads together, it can be said by way of con-
clusion that all three studies show in detail how narrow was the real
opportunity veterans’ associations and soldiers’ representatives had
to exert influence on some of the most important political issues
affecting rearmament, espeically on debates peaking between 1951
and 1952, during the ‘Yes and No movement’, or within the social
struggle for soldiers’ pensions. Yet the three authors come to differ-
ent conclusions regarding the homogeneity of the group under inves-
tigation. It is therefore indispensable to define exactly the group, that
is, the officers in question, before discussing their relation to rehabil-
itation and integration, the two terms that today seem to characterize
veterans’ policy in Germany.

No homogenous group of veterans with a clearly defined influ-
ence can, in general, be detected, even if the point of depature for
post-war development was similar. In this context an observation
made by Lockenour is important. He points out that the internment
of Wehrmacht soldiers in Allied prisons, intended to impose social
isolation, provided the best conditions for the veterans to organize. In
fact, it turned a professional association into an interest group. It is
often overlooked, however, that even this initial collective movement
was not homogeneous. Many officers who were interested in a fight
for adequate social provision, that is, pensions, could not be integrat-
ed into the newly founded veterans’ associations which, after 1949,
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worked in the area of Vergangenheitspolitik and defended the ‘politics
of honour’. Manig emphasizes the controversies around General
Johannes Frießner, while Searle takes as his examples the disputes
between Baudissin and Heusinger, and the attitude of Leo Geyr von
Schweppenburg, who consistently distanced himself from the associ-
ations, but whose private papers, now held by the Institut für Zeit-
geschichte in Munich, testify to harsh criticism and internal fighting.

The political conditions under which the ‘politics of honour’
could be defended at all are central to any assessment of the success
of the veterans’ associations. Adenauer, the veterans’ associations,
and the Allies concluded a form of truce when it came to certain
issues affecting the political treatment of the past. All three studies
convincingly demonstrate that Adenauer was not an omnipotent
puppeteer pulling strings in the background, but that he was caught
up in network of political relationships and reacted to different polit-
ical expectations and represented the party political interests of the
CDU. The Allies, by contrast, were pursuing foreign policy interests
with the aim of integrating West Germany into the military bloc sys-
tem of the 1950s.

Although the veterans’ associations had many institutional suc-
cesses after 1949, a number of qualifications need to be made, as
Lockenour points out. The Verband Deutscher Soldaten owed its suc-
cess to political developments during the Cold War, which made a
pragmatic foreign policy seem more important than punishing each
individual officer for war crimes, and which conferred something
like prestige, if not élite status, on the group of generals planning for
rearmament. This result considerably reduces the significance of vet-
erans’ associations and the political influence of their spokesmen.
Nor must we lose sight of the fact that very few of the re-employed
officers had any real political influence. Despite all the interest poli-
tics being visibly pursued, there can be no question of a soldiers’
‘state within the state’, as was the case after the First World War.

Ultimately, therefore, the term ‘rehabilitation’ is inappropriate as
a comprehensive characterization of the ‘politics of honour’.
Rehabilitation has a number of facets which cannot be regarded in
isolation from each other. A purely mechanistic view which equates
re-employment with rehabilitation, as Manig sometimes seems to
suggest, is ultimately inadequate. The fact of re-employment initially
tells us something about the state of majorities on the personnel
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screening committee and the distribution of seats in parliament, that
is, about the political interests of the others, but not about the posi-
tion of power of the Verband Deutscher Soldaten, for example.

The question of rehabilitation, therefore, can be answered only
inadequately on the basis of sources drawn from party or association
history. The analysis of the effect of newspaper articles and editorials
on the generals’ trials, as undertaken by Searle, by contrast, offers
more direct access to the concept of rehabilitation and to the question
of to what extent the pre-1945 social status of officer could, or could
not, be achieved again. For it was the aim of the former military élite
to recapture the social standing which the German military had
enjoyed up to 1945, despite military defeat, and to regain political
power. This aim was not fully achieved. And any degree of success
which had been achieved was reversed by the generals’ trials in the
second half of the 1950s.

The influence exerted by veterans’ associations on politics points
to a further aspect: at stake were interpretations, myths, and images,
and the memory of the war which had just been lost—in other words,
the Federal Republic’s culture of remembrance. For the integration of
the soldiers, a ‘declaration of honour’ and a positive view of their
service to the defunct state were of great significance for the devel-
opment of a generally valid form of remembrance. This does not
mean, however, that the rest of West German society accepted this
assessment.

The catchphrase ‘rehabilitation’ is often taken as evidence of the
integration of Wehrmacht officers and the success of their Vergangen-
heitspolitik. Thus the history of the veterans’ associations, and the ver-
dict on the success of integration, contains the answer to the question
of the stability of Adenauer’s post-war democracy and the loyalty of
the old functional élites which found a place in it. The internal dis-
agreements between individual groups on questions of rearmament
and its implementation meant that democratic structures established
themselves in the officers’ corps as well, so that Searle and Lockenour
find a far-reaching integration and identification with the new state
among former career soldiers. The original unanimity among offi-
cers, who were united in their purpose of achieving better material
provision, however, as all three authors show, was lost by 1954 in the
heated debates about the new armed forces; at issue was finding a
common position on how to confront their own past.
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