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In June 1999 the German Bundestag voted in favour of constructing a
memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe. It is to be located in the
heart of Berlin, not far from the Brandenburg Gate and the major gov-
ernment buildings, and is expected to be completed within several
years. It will be as central a physical presence in the new Berlin as the
Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Memorials are in Washing-
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ton, DC and more difficult to avoid than the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum. Politicians, civil servants, military leaders, jour-
nalists, lobbyists, and citizens will walk and drive past it every day.
Thousands of visitors from around the world will come to reflect on
its sombre meaning. No government in modern history anywhere
has decided to construct so central a memorial dedicated to the vic-
tims of a predecessor government’s monstrous crimes. Not surpris-
ingly, no memorial in post-war German history has been the subject
of more controversy and debate. 

The books under review document the decade long debate that
preceded the Bundestag vote and point to continuity and change in
the German public memory of the Holocaust since the first post-war
decades. In those early years in West Germany, the memory of the
Holocaust was a matter for articulate minorities—the surviving, tiny
Jewish community, Social Democratic opposition leaders such as
Kurt Schumacher and Ernst Reuter, the first President of the Federal
Republic, Theodor Heuss, and liberal intellectuals, journalists, and
prosecutors willing to indict and try war crimes at the state level. The
West German majority opted either for silence about the Nazi era, for
selective memory that focused on German victimization, or for a gen-
eralizing, vague and consoling recollection of ‘all victims of war and
rule by force’ (Gewaltherrschaft). This formula, inscribed as the slogan
of Volkstrauertag (the people’s day of mourning), avoided distinctions
between Germans and others, perpetrators and victims, and left the
victims nameless. In East Germany, the official anti-fascist forms of
memory, especially following the anti-cosmopolitan purges of 1950
to 1953, pushed the memory of the specifically Jewish catastrophe to
the margins of ceremonies which extolled the martyrdom of the ‘anti-
fascist resistance fighters’. The resulting divided memory remained
intact until the end of the Cold War and German unification.1

Throughout the history of divided memory, multiple memories
and political pressures have influenced the kinds of narratives
German politicians told and the kinds of memorials Germans built
about the Nazi era. With some exceptions, conservatives advocated
silence and worried that an all too vivid memory of the Nazi era
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crimes would damage national identity, while Social Democrats, Free
Democrats in the tradition of Theodor Heuss, the small Jewish com-
munity in Germany, and Jewish survivors outside Germany sought
to bring the memory of the Holocaust to the centre of West German
national self-understanding. The Social-Liberal governments of Willy
Brandt and Helmut Schmidt deepened this existing West German
tradition of memory of the Holocaust and, in the process of justifying
neue Ostpolitik , drew added attention to the memories of the crimes of
Nazi Germany on the Eastern Front in the Second World War. In part
as a reaction to what they perceived as a resulting paralysis of nation-
al will, politicians and intellectuals associated with Helmut Kohl and
the conservative ascendancy to power in 1982 sought to shape a new
politics towards the past, what the Germans called Geschichtspolitik.
The result was Bitburg and the Historikerstreit along with plans for a
new museum of West German history. Beginning with the speech by
Richard von Weizsäcker, the West German President, in the Bundes-
tag on 8 May 1985, the fortieth anniversary of the end of the Second
World War, a reaction against the conservative politics of history of
the early and mid-1980s gathered momentum. The works under
review document the pre-history of the Berlin Memorial as part of
this reaction as well as another chapter in the history of divided
memory in post-Holocaust Germany.

In Politik mit der Erinnerung, Peter Reichel of the department of
political science at the University of Hamburg, whose previous work
has dealt with politics and aesthetics in Nazi Germany, offers the first
overview of what he calls the ‘culture of memory’ (Erinnerungskultur)
in post-war West and East Germany. It is based on published sources
and constitutes a valuable starting point. Reichel examines the im-
pact of the Cold War and the ideological and political battle between
East and West Germany on public memory of the Nazi past as it was
expressed in the design of memorials and the organization of annual
days of commemoration. He examines ‘the strategies of memory of
different actors and of the political interests that guided them’ from
the 1950s to the 1990s, and the resulting decisions to focus on the suf-
fering of the Germans or their victims, and if on the victims, then
which among them to emphasize. He looks at the evolution of public
myths, such as the view that the Wehrmacht was misused and victim-
ized by the Nazis, or that the Germans were primarily victims of the
Nazi regime to which they had given little support, as well as at the
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collapse of these notions under the pressure of public debate and ac-
cumulating scholarship. 

After a review of memorials in both Germanys in the 1950s and
1960s, Reichel concludes that the Western victors and survivors of
concentration and death camps built memorials to Nazism’s victims.
On the other hand, ‘the defeated West Germans thought above all of
their fallen soldiers, victims of [Allied] bombing, and the murdered
resistance fighters’, while the East Germans linked commemoration
to celebration of ‘anti-fascist’ victory in 1945 and thus of the superi-
ority of socialism and communism. His juxtaposition of socialist real-
ism in the East German monuments, and abstract modernism in the
West German monuments in former Nazi concentration camps and
other local and national sites of memory, though familiar to readers
today, remains a useful overview. He argues that in both German
states the Cold War confrontation blocked and deformed a con-
frontation with the Nazi past. In the early 1990s, many observers
inside and outside Germany worried that the end of the Cold War
and Germany’s division would usher in a new era of forgetfulness in
the midst of nationalist euphoria. Reichel presciently understands
that just the reverse was also possible. ‘Only now,’ he writes, ‘with
the return of the national historical framework, will it be possible and
necessary, to turn the focus in East and West to the whole “common
history”’(p. 170). The work includes valuable discussions of the var-
ious commemorative days, 9 November 1938, 20 July 1944, 8 May
1945, and an excellent discussion in praise of the unfairly criticized
speech given by the President of the Bundestag, Phillip Jenninger, on
9 November 1985. Reichel offers the apt heading ‘denounced for the
truth’ to describe the reaction to Jenninger’s misunderstood but accu-
rate recollection of the depth and breadth of support for the Nazi
regime in German society. 

Reichel emphasizes ‘how diverse, present-orientated and interest-
dependent publicly displayed memory’ (p. 325) of the Nazi era in
post-war Germany has been. The ‘burden of memory’ (Erinnerungs-
last) and diverse strategies of avoidance have contended, especially
in recent years, with a ‘passion for memory’ (Erinnerungslust). There
has been no shortage of sheer ignorance, minimization of guilt, and
relativization of suffering with myths of generalized and undifferen-
tiated victimization. The trend in the confrontation between avoid-
ance and honest reflection is, he argued, towards greater willingness
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to make distinctions and to speak with specificity about those whom
the Germans of the Nazi era persecuted. 

In Die Entkonkretisierung der NS-Herrschaft in der Ära Kohl Sabine
Moller examines the conservative politics of history in the 1980s. She
draws on Hegel’s dictum that ‘all truth is concrete’ to coin a new
term, ‘Entkonkretisierung’ (‘de-concretization’), an unnecessarily
ponderous noun that refers to the process of abstracting events away
from their historical context. Linguistic quibbles aside, Moller offers
a valuable and interesting account of the Kohl government’s
Geschichtspolitik on Nazism. Her two examples of ‘de-concretization’
are the renovation of the memorial Neue Wache in Berlin and the
design of the Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Mu-
seum of the History of the Federal Republic of Germany) in Bonn. In
the former, with its sculpture by Käthe Kollwitz of a mother and
child, ‘de-concretization’ meant excluding specific mention of the
identity of those whom the Nazis persecuted and murdered in favour
of reliance on the slogan of Germany’s Volkstrauertag that recalls ‘vic-
tims of war and rule by force’. In the planning of the museum of the
Haus der Geschichte, de-concretization meant neglecting the issue of
‘the continuity of functional élites of the Third Reich into the Federal
Republic’. 

Moller quotes Chancellor Helmut Kohl in 1983 to illustrate the
link between conservative politics and abstraction away from
specifics: ‘It is an important undertaking, which finally must take
shape, to create a common, worthy memorial to all of them, the vic-
tims of both world wars, the victims of rule by force and racial mad-
ness, the victims of the resistance, of expulsion and the division of
our fatherland, and also the victims of terrorism’ (p. 15). Moller gives
centre stage to Kohl’s critics, including the social and cultural histo-
rian of political language, Reinhart Koselleck, the recently deceased
leader of the German Jewish community, Ignatz Bubis, and Social
Democratic politicians such as Peter Conradi and Freimut Duve.
They found fault with formulations such as the one above, and with
the use of Kollwitz’s Pietà in the Neue Wache for their level of abstrac-
tion, for their levelling of the variety of Nazi victims to a common
denominator which obscured the distinction between perpetrators
and victims, for the failure to mention victims by name, and for sub-
stituting the almost meaningless term Gewaltherrschaft for a specific
reference to the Nazi regime. As Koselleck put it, such failures to dis-
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tinguish victims from perpetrators led to the sentimental and hypo-
critical conclusion that ‘everyone was a victim. No one did anything.
Everyone only suffered’ (p. 54). Despite such criticisms, Kohl suc-
ceeded in making the Neue Wache the central national memorial in
1991.

For Moller, Richard von Weizsäcker’s famous speech of 8 May
1985 provided a greater degree of concreteness and historical speci-
ficity than Kohl did at Bitburg. Rather than blur distinctions between
perpetrators and victims, Weizsäcker referred by name to the multi-
ple groups of victims of the crimes of Nazi Germany and placed the
mass murder of European Jewry at the centre of the Nazi regime’s
purpose and crimes. As those who recall West German leftist discus-
sions of a ‘nuclear Auschwitz’ during the disputes over Euromissiles
in the early 1980s will be aware, abstraction away from the specifics
of the Holocaust was hardly a monopoly of right of centre politicians
and intellectuals. Nevertheless, Moller’s assumption that the West
German government itself was promoting a politics of memory fos-
tering ‘de-concretization’ in the 1980s is sound. Her work fills in the
context, which is not well enough understood, of the Berlin memori-
al initiative, namely the determination to build a memorial that, in
contrast to the Neue Wache or the generalities of Volkstrauertag, broke
with tendencies which the historian Eberhard Jaeckel, one of the
prime initiators of the Berlin memorial project, criticized as ‘levelling’
and ‘relativizing’ the persecution of the Jews during the Nazi era. As
Moller puts it, the project for a Berlin memorial dedicated to the
murdered Jews of Europe emerged at the end of the 1980s in part ‘as
a specific demarcation and break from’ the idea of a memorial devot-
ed to ‘victims of war and rule by force’. Instead, it was intended to
encourage ‘concrete thinking on this central German crime’ (p. 79).
Its advocates argued that in light of the Kohl government’s ‘de-con-
cretized’ Geschichtspolitik the desirability of a memorial dedicated
exclusively to the murdered Jews was, as the student of memory in
history Aleida Assmann put it, ‘more urgent than ever’ (quoted by
Moller, p. 79). A full history of ‘de-concretization’ from the 1960s to
the 1990s ought to include examination of Holocaust memory on the
West German left as well as the official discourse of then still existing
East German official anti-fascism. Both contained generalizing dis-
courses that deserve a significant place in a history of ‘de-concretiza-
tion.’ Yet Moller is probably correct in assuming that the Kohl gov-
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ernment’s Geschichtspolitik was more on the minds of the founders of
the West Berlin memorial than were the blind spots of the West
German left and East Germany’s official anti-fascist discourses and
policies. In any case, Die Entkonkretisierung der NS-Herrschaft in der
Ära Kohl enhances our understanding both of the Kohl era and the
intellectual and political climate surrounding the beginnings of the
Berlin Mahnmal initiative.

Brigitte Hausmann’s Duell mit der Verdrängung? Denkmäler für die
Opfer des Nationalsozialismus in der Bundesrepublik 1980-1990 , a revi-
sion of her doctoral dissertation at the University of Regensburg,
examines memorials to victims of Nazism built in West Germany in
the 1980s. She, too, offers a most valuable and relatively unknown
chapter in the history of West German public memory of Nazism’s
victims. While Moller examines Entkonkretisierung at the national
level, Hausmann directs our attention to memory’s growing speci-
ficity in this same era at the local and state level. She estimates that
about half of the West German memorials built in the 1980s were
dedicated to the memory of the Jews. Memorials reflected knowledge
of and preoccupations with local sites, such as concentration camps,
police headquarters, and former synagogue locations rather than the
European dimensions of the Holocaust. She found that only about fif-
teen per cent of the memorials built in the 1980s followed the gener-
alizing formulas of the 1950s and 1960s in offering undifferentiated
dedications to all victims of Nazism. Only seven per cent included
dedications to German soldiers who died in the Second World War.
Most focused on local history and on specific victim groups. 

In contrast to earlier memorials, written inscriptions became more
informative, specific, and detailed about the people and events being
commemorated. The word ‘Jews’ rather than unspecified ‘victims’
makes more frequent appearance. Seventy per cent refer to places
where the Nazis committed crimes. About half were founded by pri-
vate initiatives led by historians, citizens’ initiatives, and societies of
Christian-Jewish co-operation. About forty per cent stemmed from
local city officials and councils, usually from the Social Democratic
and Green parties. Christian Democrats, Bavaria’s Christian Social
Union, and the Free Democratic Party ‘almost never’ supported con-
struction of these memorials to the Nazis’ victims. Seven per cent
came from initiatives of the Protestant Churches, while the Catholic
Church appears not to have opposed but also not to have initiated
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any. Eighty per cent were funded by local and state governments,
and the rest by foundations, businesses, churches, or private individ-
uals. All drew on the artistic traditions of abstract modernism rather
than the heroic-romantic traditions of either socialist realism or con-
ventional war memorials. The level of detail and specificity of form
and inscription is quite striking. Memorials were built for the resist-
ance group ‘Weiße Rose’, to the memory of the death march from the
Dachau concentration camp, the Jewish community of Hamburg-
Altona, and the destroyed synagogue and the murdered Jews of
Aachen. 

At the local and state levels, in contrast to national Geschichts-
politik, Hausmann sees growing specificity and painful yet sharp
memory rooted in local knowledge and memories. She offers anoth-
er valuable chapter in the pre-history of the Berlin Mahnmal, because
the local history of Berlin during the Nazi era was also the history of
the central decision-making institutions of the Holocaust and the
Second World War. For Berliners, in contrast to other city residents in
Germany, to reflect on their local history meant to reflect on the oper-
ation of the central decision-making institutions of the Holocaust in
its European, not only local or domestic German, dimension. In
Berlin, as elsewhere, with some exceptions, strongest support for the
memorial to Jews came from the Social Democrats and the Greens
while outright opposition came above all from Berlin’s Christian
Democratic mayor. The building of the memorial in Berlin was also a
matter of the big city catching up with the initiatives of other German
cities and towns where Social Democrats and Greens, not in power at
national level, fostered a more critical memory of the Nazi era.

The other four books under review include the main documents
of the Berlin Mahnmal debate from 1988 to June 1999. Michael Cullen
has collected a predominance of the critics, albeit sympathetic ones,
in Das Holocaust-Mahnmal: Dokumentation einer Debatte. Michael Jeis-
mann’s Mahnmal Mitte: Eine Kontroverse contains essays most of
which were previously published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zei-
tung. Lea Rosh, a television journalist and the key figure who
launched the initiative, combines her own recollections of the debate
with essays by her colleagues in ‘Die Juden, das sind doch die anderen’:
Der Streit um ein deutsches Denkmal. Finally, Ute Heimrod, Günter
Schlusche, and Horst Seferens, in Der Denkmalstreit–das Denkmal? Die
Debatte um das ‘Denkmal für die ermordeten Juden Europas’: Eine Doku-
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mentation have published a massive compilation which includes
what must be all major documents preceding the Bundestag debate of
June 1999.

The basic story is by now familiar. In August 1988 Lea Rosh called
for the establishment of ‘a clear sign ... in the land of the perpetrators’
devoted to the memory of the murdered Jews of Europe. In
November 1989 Rosh, with the former Chief Executive of Daimler-
Benz, Edzard Reuter, the writer Siegfried Lenz, the director of the
Leipzig symphony orchestra, Kurt Masur, a member of the German
Supreme Court, Helmut Simon, and the historian of Hitler and
Nazism, Eberhard Jaeckel, established a Förderkreis zur Errichtung
eines Denkmals für die ermordeten Juden Europas (Initiative for the
Establishment of a Memorial for the Murdered Jews of Europe). With
the collapse of the East German regime and the end of Germany’s
division followed by the decision to move Germany’s capital to
Berlin, placement of such a memorial in Berlin took on even greater
national significance. A local Berlin debate now became a national
issue. In 1994 a competition for the design of the memorial was
announced. In 1995 the jury decided in favour of a design which, fol-
lowing extensive criticism, was withdrawn and a second competition
was announced. In 1998 a design by the sculptor Richard Serra and
the architect Peter Eisenmann was declared the winner of the second
competition. In June 1999 the Bundestag, still meeting in Bonn, voted
to support construction of a Holocaust memorial in combination with
a museum and ‘information centre’. Construction of the memorial
and affiliated information centre is supposed to be completed within
several years.

With 1,298 pages and weighing ten pounds, the collection edited
by Ute Heimrod, Günter Schlusche, and Horst Seferens, Der Denkmal-
streit–das Denkmal? is literally the weightiest of the four collections. It
is hard to imagine that an important essay or contribution about the
memorial could have been left out. The collection has 632 documents
in all, of which 154 were first published in the Berlin based Der
Tagesspiegel; eighty-eight in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung; fifty-
five in the Berliner Zeitung and Die Tagesszeitung ; thirty-seven in the
Frankfurter Rundschau; thirty-two in the Süddeutsche Zeitung and in
Die Zeit; twenty in Der Spiegel; twelve in Die Welt and nine in Die
Woche; and another 180 or so from other sources such as public inter-
ventions about the memorial. Unfortunately, the volume does not

28

Jeffrey Herf



contain the major speeches made in the final debate in the Bundestag
in June 1999. This volume will be the starting point for future doc-
toral dissertations on the construction of the memorial. Those seek-
ing collections that can be carried about like a normal book can con-
sult the Cullen and Jeismann collections, or Rosh’s collection essays
by members of the initiative to build the memorial.

Modernism and a post-heroic mode are firmly established in
German cultural life. Hence the aesthetic debate on the memorial was
about whether physically to represent the memory of the murdered
Jews, and if so, how best to commemorate them with dignity while
encouraging present and future generations to reflect on the evil
deeds of the Nazi era. Both the Eisenmann-Serra design, which in
modified form (called ‘Eisenmann II’) was eventually selected, and
the German architect Gesine Weinmiller’s impressive second place
proposal, brilliantly met these requirements. (Photos of both are in
the Rosh collection.) The competition demonstrated that the artistic
community and the architectural profession, both internationally and
in Germany, had devoted heart, soul, and mind to the task with some
very impressive results. The Berlin memorial based on the Eisen-
mann design will probably become world famous as the definitive
counter-memorial of the Nazi era. The artistic problems in designing
a Holocaust Memorial in Germany proved soluble. Although the
final design was made by an American architect and sculptor, the
jury found Weinmiller’s moving design also very powerful.

Eberhard Diepgen, Christian Democratic Mayor of Berlin and the
memorial’s politically most powerful critic, worried that Berlin would
become ‘the capital city of remorse’ (Hauptstadt der Reue). The historian
Heinrich August Winkler saw it as an expression of ‘negative national-
ism’. Romani Rose, leader of the Sinti and Roma community in Ger-
many, objected to a memorial that was devoted only to the Jews and
did not mention the persecution and murder of the Gypsies. The writer
Gyorgy Konrad, in one of the most bizarre interventions in the decade-
long discussion, argued that a children’s playground should be built in
place of the memorial. Michael Naumann, named in summer 1998 by
then Chancellor Candidate Gerhard Schröder as Culture Minister des-
ignate in a possible Social Democratic government, expressed his own,
and presumably Schöder’s, reservations when he compared the
Eisenmann design to the monumentalism of Albert Speer. (Naumann
later became a supporter of a modified design.) In his Frankfurt Book

29

Abstraction, Specificity, and the Holocaust



Fair speech of October 1998, the author Martin Walser fanned the
flames of nationalist resentment when, with the proposed memorial in
mind, he denounced the ‘continuous representation of our shame’. In
particular in light of his government’s Geschichtspolitik of the 1980s and
his preference for the lack of specificity of Kollwitz’s Pietà in the Neue
Wache, Helmut Kohl surprised many in German public life when he
made emphatic statements in support of the Holocaust memorial in the
midst of his unsuccessful campaign for re-election in fall 1998. Gerhard
Schröder’s view of the project, ranging from lukewarm to apparently
unenthusiastic, also served to complicate the conventional picture of a
forgetful Right and a recollecting Left.

Three issues received most attention over the course of the
decade. Discussion about each brought the centrality of the Holo-
caust Jewry ever more to the fore. First, given the existence of memo-
rials to concentration camps elsewhere in Germany and other memo-
rials referring to the Nazi era such as the museum of the Haus der
Wannsee Villa and the Stiftung Topographie des Terrors, some asked
whether a central memorial was necessary. Supporters of a central
memorial argued that other sites in Germany, while important, either
did not recall the central direction of the Holocaust from the Nazi
government offices in Berlin, did not include reference to the exter-
mination camps which were located in Poland, did not focus specifi-
cally on the persecution and mass murder of European Jewry, and
were sufficiently out of the way as to be easy to avoid. Second, oth-
ers asked if a mute memorial, in the absence of a museum, would ful-
fil the didactic task of informing future generations about what had
happened. The intervention of Michael Naumann resulted in an
information centre devoted to the Holocaust and the issue of geno-
cide in general being added to the final design. 

The third, most contentious, most interesting and most important
issue raised in the Mahnmal debate concerned whether the memorial
should be dedicated to the memory of the Jews alone or to other vic-
tims of the Nazi regime as well. The issue first came up in a series of
bitter exchanges, reprinted in Der Denkmalstreit—das Denkmal?
between Romani Rose and Heinz Galinski and then Ignatz Bubis,
leaders of Germany’s Jewish community in the early and mid 1990s.
Several members of Germany’s Jewish community active in public
affairs, Salomon Korn and Micha Brumlik, also expressed concerns
about a memorial focused only on the Jews. In 1997 Korn worried

30

Jeffrey Herf



that construction of such a memorial would be likely to preclude the
possibility of constructing a central memorial to the memory of all of
the victims of Nazi criminality.

Reinhart Koselleck emerged as the most important and thought-
ful critic of a memorial devoted only to the memory of the murdered
Jews of Europe. His major essays are in the collections by Cullen,
Heimrod et al., and Jeismann. Koselleck asked how a central memo-
rial to the victims of Nazism could fail to commemorate: the three
and a half million Russian prisoners of war who died—of cold,
exhaustion, disease, and bullets—in German captivity; between two
and three million non-Jewish Poles; between fifteen and eighteen
million civilian citizens in the Soviet Union; several hundred thou-
sand civilians in the Balkans and Greece; thousands in the Western
and northern countries of Europe, as well as the political and reli-
gious opponents and homosexuals whom the Nazis persecuted and
killed. He asked: ‘Does the political responsibility for the deeds
which we [Germans] must recall make a specific memorial only for
the Jews necessary to the exclusion of the others?’ Once the decision
was made to move away from the generalizations of the Neue Wache,
he asked, should not the principle of specificity apply to all the vic-
tims of the Nazi regime? A memorial focused only on the Jews car-
ried the danger of ‘political opportunism’ which recognizes past vic-
tims ‘according to the strength of the pressure groups ... instead of
keeping the system of terror as such and as a whole in memory’.
Koselleck was particularly adamant about the need also to commem-
orate the millions of citizens of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union
killed by the German armies and the SS in their race war against
‘Slavic sub-humans’. He asserted that ‘there are no political or moral
grounds to keep out of our memorial these millions of dead who fell
victim to the same terror system as the Jews’. His solution was to
propose construction of a single memorial ‘for all of the dead and
those murdered by our former terror system’.

Jürgen Habermas, who had not played a central role in the ten-
year Mahnmal debate, made the case for a memorial to the murdered
Jews of Europe in an article in Die Zeit. It is reprinted in the Heimrod
et al. collection. Habermas argued that the source of outright opposi-
tion to any memorial came from nationalists of the Right and of the
Left. There was, to be sure, a tension between moral universalism
and a particular focus on the Jews. A memorial only to the murdered
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Jews of Europe should not imply a hierarchy among victims accord-
ing to which some victims were more worthy of remembrance than
others. Nevertheless, Habermas, a leading defender of Enlighten-
ment universalism in German intellectual life, stressed that Germans
should not abstract away from the specific significance of the Jews
and of anti-Semitism for their own national history and for their
national self-understanding. He hoped that written inscriptions on
the monument could combine a focus on the Holocaust with recog-
nition of the persecution of non-Jews.

Over the decade, Eberhard Jaeckel most persistently made the
case that the memorial should be dedicated to the memory of the
Jews alone. He argued that the murder of the Jews was the culmina-
tion of a two-thousand-year-old hatred, and, in particular, of a four-
hundred-year history of especially virulent anti-Semitism in post-
Reformation Germany. From the beginning to the end of Hitler’s
career, as Jaeckel had documented in his scholarly work, hatred of
the Jews was Hitler’s central obsession. As soon as Hitler was in a
position to do so, he carried out his threat to implement a ‘final solu-
tion to the Jewish question in Europe’. This murderous anti-Semitism
was at the core of Hitler’s and Nazism’s beliefs and policies. All of the
other episodes of persecution and murder would be inconceivable
without it. For Jaeckel, the historical centrality of the Holocaust in the
history of Europe, Germany, and Nazi Germany called for a national
memorial devoted to the memory of the Jews and the Jews alone. 

In her volume Lea Rosh prints selections from interventions by
the President of the Bundestag, Wolfgang Thierse (SPD), Rita Süss-
muth (CDU), Gregor Gysi (PDS), Wolfgang Gerhardt (FDP), Volker
Beck (Greens), Eberhard Diepgen, and others in the penultimate
Bundestag debate. The German theologian Richard Schröder had sug-
gested that the memorial should have, as its inscription: ‘Thou shalt
not kill.’ The Bundestag rejected this solution which recalled the gen-
eralization and vagueness of past memorials. The Bundestag inter-
ventions cited by Rosh demonstrate how central the memory of the
Holocaust has become for at least a significant part of the German
memory of the Nazi era. In a part of Thierse’s comments to the
Bundestag which Rosh does not cite, he insists that a German decision
to build a memorial is not the result of outside pressures, as nation-
alists opponents implied. Rather, in the tradition established by
Theodor Heuss in the 1950s, Thierse stressed that such a decision was
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a free and voluntary decision by the Bundestag. (Though the full text
of the Bundestag sessions is on the internet, one hopes that the instruc-
tions about how to find particular sessions will be more comprehen-
sible and easy to use than is now the case.) 

One of the most striking features of this decade-long debate is
how marginal East German voices and the history of East German
official anti-fascism were. Certainly one argument in favour of a
monument devoted only to the Jews would be to serve as a counter
to four decades of anti-fascist discourse and commemorations in
which their memory was marginalized. In a sense, the proposed
memorial is another chapter in the history of the divided memory of
the Nazi era, the Second World War and the Holocaust. Whereas the
Communists had extolled the memory of many victims and martyrs
but refused to give a prominent place to Jewish suffering, the central
memorial of a unified Germany devoted to the memory of European
Jewry will not recall the millions of non-Jewish dead, especially on
the Eastern Front. The proposed memorial remains very much in the
West German tradition of public memory and, like so much else in
unified Germany, represents the extension of West German tradi-
tions to the new unified Germany. The memorial represents an enor-
mous moral and political accomplishment, one of which Germans
can rightly be proud. Theodor Heuss, one of the founders of the West
German tradition of public memory of the Holocaust, would certain-
ly have welcomed its construction as an event inspired by Germany’s
oft-defeated traditions of humanism, cosmopolitanism, and democ-
racy. Yet perhaps Nahum Goldmann, who did so much to spur the
West German politicians of the post-war decades (Heuss and
Adenauer in particular) to honour the memory of German and
European Jewry, would have made another point. Perhaps he would
have argued that in the best traditions of the blend of particularism
and universalism, German-Jewish identity and Jewish moral and
prophetic traditions, the most fitting memorial to the traditions of
murdered Jews of Germany and Europe, and one that also accorded
most closely to historical experience would be one that brought the
history of divided memory to an end by giving centre stage to the
memory of the Jews while also recalling the millions of non-Jews also
murdered by Germans in the Nazi era. 

Goldmann also understood that in this imperfect world the most
likely alternative to divided memory was none at all, or memory so
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vague and abstract as to degenerate into harmless sentimentality.
The proposed memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe is neither of
those. The initiative to establish the memorial and the Bundestag’s
decision to support it demonstrate the depth and strength of the tra-
dition of remembering the Holocaust which emerged in the ‘Bonn
Republic’ and persists in the ‘Berlin Republic’. With the defeat of
orthodox communist anti-fascism, there emerged out of the former
East Germany a political establishment eager to make up for lost time
and to give the memory of Europe’s Jews the attention it had not re-
ceived in the GDR. The result was that unified Germany surprised
itself and outsiders with the decision of June 1999.

The Nazi regime represented the limit point of evil in the centu-
ry past, but it was not the twentieth century’s only episode of radi-
cal evil. A monument cannot bring to justice those many murderers
who successfully avoided it in the 1950s and 1960s. Nevertheless, the
history of divided memory and of this, its most recent chapter,
remains unusual in a global perspective. Many other nations have
evil pasts which find no or little place in their contemporary self-
consciousness. The material collected in these volumes documents a
remarkable event, that is, the continuing incorporation of the mem-
ory of a criminal past into the national self-understanding of demo-
cratic and unified and European Germany. There is no guarantee
that a new era of indifference and forgetfulness will not again
emerge in unified Germany. The Mahnmal debate also brought out
considerable echoes of the Schlußstrichmentalität. But those groups
and tendencies within unified Germany who ‘finally’ want to put
the past to rest and forget the Holocaust must contend with a tradi-
tion of memory which, as the decision to build the Mahnmal indi-
cates, is more deeply entrenched and accepted within the German
political, intellectual, and cultural establishment than the often lone-
ly and unpopular post-war founders of this tradition would have
imagined possible.

The analyses and documents in the works under review are
important reading for observers of Germany since the Holocaust,
but also for citizens and scholars everywhere who seek to place
their own national self-understanding on a foundation of honest
confrontation with immoral episodes of the past. Ironically those
Germans who focused on the specificity of the Holocaust in their
public memory may have done a great deal to foster universalist
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respect for human rights. Perhaps this expression of local knowl-
edge and specific memory and the accompanying willingness to
focus on the crime and the victim most deeply embedded in the
national history will set an example to be followed by other nations
who have yet to give adequate public honour, reflection, and mem-
ory to the victims of their own country’s past criminal episodes.
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