On How Postwar Germany Has Faced Its Recent Past, by Jürgen Habermas (bio),  Common Knowledge, Volume 25, Issues 1-3, April 2019
Abstract

In this essay Habermas contends that, until 1989, four phases are discernible in how postwar Germany attempted to come to terms with its "unmasterable past." Between the end of the war in 1945 and the foundation of two German states in 1949, the first reconstruction generation mythologized the Nazi period as a criminal abyss. If this strategy allowed the government of the Federal Republic to assume legal responsibility for reparation claims, it also served to release individuals from working through their own painful pasts. This stage yielded to a second phase, one of "communicative silencing," during the Adenauer years from 1949-63 in which the second reconstruction generation chose not to speak of the past but rather to concentrate on building the Wirtschaftswunder. The student movement of the 1960s challenged this presentism with demands for disclosure and accountability, and from the mid-1970s until 1989 this quest for unmasking existed in tension with an ongoing desire for evasion. This tension drove the "Historians' Debate" of those years. Since reunification in 1989, Germany's attitude toward its past has remained ambivalent. Today a New Right calls for the self-confident reassertion of a German nation unburdened by its past. But the past will lose its hold over Germany, Habermas argues, only through the work of a truly faithful memory.

It is difficult enough for us as individuals to come to terms with our own life histories; but at least we know what it means to face one's own biography more or less honestly. Søren Kierkegaard, for example, detailed a perspective from which one may scrupulously evaluate one's past and project one's future life. When opening one's mind to a critical examination and reflective appropriation of one's past in order to find out what kind of person one is and who one would like to be, one must first, in an almost counterfactual way, take full responsibility for the outcome of the processes that shaped one's identity and then discriminate those strands that one affirms and wants to continue from those to be rejected. But rejection as such is not sufficient. The painful episodes of failure and the appalling aspects of one's life that ought no longer to determine one's identity require more than just denial. If they are no longer to have an impact on the future, one has to face them consciously and work through them. Otherwise the past will unconsciously persist. The past loses its compulsory reign over the present only through the work of a truly faithful memory.

We have an intuitive knowledge of the intricate relations among past, present, and future where the individual is concerned; but it is far from obvious how [End Page 364] to apply that knowledge to a collective actor like a nation. Collectivities may have a historical fate, but entangled with it are many different people and generations, various social groups and subcultures, with distinct life patterns, diverging traditions, and forms of life. People occupy different places in social space and historical time. As contemporary members of the same political community they share, however, a common history. Even if those citizens experience, enjoy, and suffer the impact of their national history in so many different ways, most of them bear, in however indirect a way, a responsibility for the collective political decisions and policies that they either supported or tolerated by their lack of resistance. So also they share the liability for consequences of acts that they legitimated at the very least by tacit compliance—and this gives us some basis on which to draw parallels between individual and collective actors and to ask how a people, in view of its national history, may come to terms with its past—in particular, with a period of its recent history marked by unprecedented crimes. I am not going to write about the Holocaust, a task that goes far beyond whatever I could ever say; all that I can do is present my view of how Germany has faced a past whose outstanding feature is that event.

This is a subject for academic historians or political scientists. Being neither one nor the other, I cannot claim professional competence, or any special competence beyond that of a witness to contemporary history. The adult life of my generation happens to coincide with the political existence of the Federal Republic of Germany. For the sake of clarifying the context from which I am writing, I should note that I was fifteen years old when the war ended and finished high school four years later. Raised during the Nazi period in a politically more or less conformist family, it was only for accidental personal reasons that I did not fully identify with the spirit of the time. By the end of the war, I was in a rather confused state of mind, feeling a somewhat self-centered relief and the imminence of something totally new.

One afternoon in late summer of 1945, I visited, as I had many times before, the local cinema, the only one in our town. In this familiar surrounding, I was suddenly struck by images beyond the bounds of anything familiar, anything even imaginable, as I watched the documentaries of the incredible and unforgettable scenes when the liberators first entered the camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau. Owing in part to the receptiveness of adolescence, the shock of that afternoon was to structure my adult political life. A second event of lasting impact was, somewhat later, the broadcasts of the Nuremberg trial. Most of the private commentaries I heard in school and town did not concern revealed facts but procedures; the International Military Tribunal was denied legitimacy. I remember this as my first encounter with the kind of intellectual rationalization that was to become a typical reaction to the Nazi past in general. I am thinking here of the attitude of those who, with no personal involvement or guilt [End Page 365] themselves, look for an interpretation of facts and situations that exculpates the guilty. This defense ironically confirms, again and again, the psychological reality that collective liability for a nation's poisoned past has, however manifestly denied. Karl Jaspers, in a famous speech in 1949, succinctly distinguished between collective liability and individual guilt; neither moral nor legal guilt, he held, may be collectively attributed. This important distinction between collective liability, which we should recognize, and collective guilt, which is incompatible with a postconventionalist understanding of justice, has been wilfully ignored in many public discussions. The confusion of one with the other serves particularly the purpose of those who wish to escape collective liability by rejecting the pretension of a wrongly imputed collective guilt.

At present, I am interested in the strange course of collective memory. For individual persons, it is often decades before repressed traumatic experiences surface from the unconscious. The documentary evidence from Claude Lanzmann's Shoah shows how long it takes to overcome obstacles and find an expression for the horrors of the past even within the intimate circle of the family. Memory evinces similar features, for different reasons, on the side of the perpetrators. As we know from psychological research, the psychohistory of the parents has been transferred to the next generation. Collective memory certainly works differently; among other things, it is shaped by public as well as private interactions between conflicting generations. Yet we observe here similar phases—at first, the long postponement of a public confrontation with a painful past, followed by an amplified and intensified concern with the return of the denied past under the pressure of the next generation. This explains the unexpected phenomenon that persistent reference to the Nazi period seems to block the normal flow of contemporary history.

The relevant discussions and corresponding manifestations in Germany's public culture over the last fifty years exhibit a discernible pattern. It took almost the span of a generation to overcome the ritualized exorcism of memories and selective perception of events that lay in the not very distant past; but, in the following period, younger generations were all the more occupied with the past of their parents and grandparents. This sequence resulted in a peculiar "time machine" effect: excited public attention to the annihilating energies of the national socialist period, stimulated by anniversaries and various incidents, seemed to slow down the flow of events, even to inhibit the past from passing away at its usual rate. The observation of this change in time consciousness was broadly shared until the acceleration of history after 1989, when the dramatic devolution of the Soviet empire appeared to speed up the pace of events. In recent years, there has been a reaction to the irritating phenomenon of a past that did not pass away.

If I am not mistaken in my perception of present trends in Germany, a [End Page 366] debate—skeptical and sometimes denunciatory in character—about established procedures and policies for mastering an "unmasterable past" is now taking the place of the previously straightforward controversy about how to cope with this impossible task. As the discussion moves on to a reflexive level of discussions about discussions, the same neutralizing effect once brought about by an escape from discussion is now reached by its very means. In view of which, I will start with a sketch of the main responses prevailing in West German civil society. I will divide postwar history up to 1989 into four periods, then analyze the three issues that I regard as most important in the Historians' Debate of 1986–1987, and conclude with brief remarks on the present situation as it has developed since reunification in 1990.

Coping with an "Unmasterable Past"

There were four phases, before 1989, in the political attempt to accomplish the impossible task of mastering Germany's recent history: (1) the new beginning: the end of the war and the foundation of two German states in 1949, the Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic; (2) the period of economic and social reconstruction, which is more or less coextensive with the Adenauer regime between 1949 and 1963; (3) the period of questioning and reorientation, which includes the protest movement of the late sixties and ends with the resignation of Willy Brandt in 1974; (4) the period of reaction, with its new conservative search for identity, which lasts until 1989.

(1) The traits of a national political culture reflect mentalities that continue over generations. But those orientations shift at turning points in history. Such shifts depend to some extent on generational constellations that indicate the clashing simultaneity of nonsynchronous biographical experiences. After 1945, even within peer groups there were divisions representing fateful differences in political biography. First, the Weimar generation was divided between those who supported the Nazi regime (such as Hans Globke and Martin Heidegger or Carl Schmitt) and those who were fortunate to escape its threats and dangers, either in marginalized acquiescence and mute opposition inside Germany (e.g., Konrad Adenauer and Karl Jaspers) or in the concentration camps (e.g., Kurt Schumacher and Eugen Kogon) or else in exile (e.g., most of the social democratic leaders, like Willy Brandt, Erich Ollenhauer, the Bavarian prime minister Wilhelm Högner, and many intellectuals such as Alfred Döblin and Bert Brecht, Max Horkheimer and Ernst Bloch). Immediately after the war, this oldest of the generations I am discussing could provide a link with, and to some extent a continuation of, the uncorrupted traditions of the Weimar period, in which these people had already acquired their competence, status, and reputation. The next generation did not grow up and begin careers before the Nazi takeover (as is the case, for example, [End Page 367] with Helmut Schmidt and Heinrich Böll). We usually term these the Wiederaufbau or "reconstruction generation." Owing to the disciplined efforts of those in this age group, a defeated and destroyed country was soon rebuilt and quickly regained economic strength and social stability. Finally, there was the youngest generation (my own), which came of age after the war (today represented, if you like, by Hans-Jochen Vogel or Helmut Kohl on one side, Günter Grass or Hans Magnus Enzensberger on the other). This generational constellation provides the background for the first two postwar periods.

The four years between the end of the war and the foundation of the Federal Republic in 1949 were culturally shaped by a hungry, unprejudiced reception of hitherto repressed and excluded Western traditions, particularly in art, music, and literature, but also in political, social, and cultural criticism. Outside of press and broadcasting, vital public debates took place in many short-lived but highbrow cultural magazines circulating among the educated segments of the population. This was the soil for a widespread, yet illusionary consciousness of a clear break with the past. It was the time of enthusiastic welcome for a presumed "hour zero." There appeared the first biographical accounts of persecution during the Nazi period, above all Eugen Kogon's Der SS-Staat, Wolfgang Langhoff's Moorsoldaten and Annedore Leber's memoirs. It was, in any case, the time of a serious effort to examine critically traditions and mentalities that had contributed throughout the Nazi period to an enduring mass loyalty and that, moreover, might explain the embarrassing fact of active support for, or tacit complicity with, this regime by the academic elite, if not by the academic classes in general. Of the public intellectuals, during these first years, Thomas Mann, Karl Jaspers, Alfred Weber, and Walter Dirks enjoyed the strongest influence and highest reputation.

The prevailing moral attitude toward a more or less globally rejected past also marked the first attempts of German historians, who at that time had to work from a very few available sources, to give an account of the national socialist period. Returning emigrants, such as Hans Rothfels, presented a somewhat black-and-white picture, with Hitler in the almost mythical role of absolute evil, on the one side, and the assailants in the failed attempt of 20 July 1944 as heroes, on the other. In spite of the great merits of these attempts, it was realized in retrospect that the stark opposition between dark and light did not allow for much differentiation. Moreover, the focus on actors, bad and good, did not give sufficient attention to the annihilation of the European Jews and other groups, nor did it stimulate the readers' empathy with the fate of these victims.

(2) One might speculate that the general tendency to mythologize the regime as a criminal abyss had a double impact on public consciousness in Germany during the following, the second, period, from the fifties through the early sixties. The celebrated military opposition to Hitler, symbolized by the attempted coup d'état of the 20th of July, became a constitutive part of the official [End Page 368] self-understanding of the Federal Republic. This affirmative context allowed the government to assume legal responsibility for reparation claims, for example from Israel (though individual claims for compensation, mainly from Eastern Europe, are still pending). At the same time, however, generalizing a demonic segment of recent German history, which was rejected in toto, also released people from facing, let alone working through, a painful past that was part and parcel of their own.

Counteracting a denazification process that had more or less failed anyway, Adenauer and his governing party soon took all legal measures necessary to rehabilitate the rank and file of the former NSDAP, the Nazi Party. The fifties were the high tide of the Wirtschaftswunder, a relentless and efficient reconstruction of the damaged material conditions of life. These efforts aspired to restore a superior status quo ante; they absorbed, so it appears, all available energies for the pressing demands of a present that drew attention away from an uneasy past. As we shall see, however, the past that disappeared behind a façade of forced presentism kept the forgetting mind in its grip. The repressed memories would return.

From a retrospective point of view, the fifties have often been described as kind of a latency period, a "communicative silencing" (kommunikatives Beschweigen) of the past. In this context, Hermann Lübbe, a colleague of mine, has related the exemplary story of an émigré who, soon after his return from the United States, became rector of the university from which he had been expelled in 1933, and then grinned and bore it as he faced again those ever-compliant colleagues who remained as silent as before. The phrase "communicative silencing" is meant to describe a situation in which a tacitly acknowledged moral asymmetry between offender and victim is kept tactfully hidden beneath the surface of proceedings that pretend to business as usual. Yet most Germans were not required to share even this queer sort of tact with returning émigrés. Moving within the confines of a silent majority, they could afford to remember sufferings of their own rather than those of the victims. By the end of the fifties, the predominant feeling was relief. The manifest economic and social recovery, and the growing international acceptance of the new Germany, seemed to confirm that we had finally overcome the nightmares of an unhappy, more or less accidental, and more and more unreal—that is, derealized—past. Symptomatic of this mood was the tremendous outburst of public indignation among the readers of Günter Grass's piercing Tin Drum, a critical book that collided head-on with the self-delusions of the time.

(3) The public life of the Adenauer period was marked by a sharp division of labor between politics and culture—more specifically between, on the one hand, the policy of reconciliation with former Nazis and the preservation of a strong continuity in the personnel of government, academia, and higher management, and, on the other hand, the protests of a small but influential group of [End Page 369] writers and intellectuals who opposed the deep-seated continuities of an anti-Western mentality that had both nourished and survived the Nazi regime. The intellectual opposition was now reaching into the second and third generation. Protagonists like Theodor Adorno, Alexander Mitscherlich, Alfred Andersch, Heinrich Böll, and Peter Weiss were soon joined by younger writers like Hans Magnus Enzensberger, Martin Walser, and Uwe Johnson. Their publications paved the way for a shift in cultural climate, if not in public opinion, that can be traced back to the early sixties. The first Auschwitz trial under German authority not only attracted worldwide attention; within the national public sphere, this event symbolized the first conscious political effort to face the unique dimension and quality of what had happened in the death camps. It was also understood as a message addressed to the population at large—an attempt to stimulate consciousness of the particular responsibility we Germans bear for a genocide that depended on the supportive context of a community that once had prided itself on its civilizational standards and national traditions. It cost Fritz Bauer, the general prosecutor of the state of Hessen and himself an émigré, much effort to overcome the resistance of those who advocated a Schlußstrich—that is, putting an end to the public debate on this horrible chapter of recent history.

Since that time, a bitter struggle has continued between those who press for more debate and those who prefer to be done with it. The issue is whether we should recognize Auschwitz as an integral part of our national history and, if so, what that would mean for the critical reappraisal of, and discriminating choice between, received traditions. This struggle did not reach broader segments of the population, however, until it was taken up and reinforced by the student movement. Therewith a new generation made its appearance on the political scene, a generation born during and maturing only after World War II. The rebel students in Germany shared, of course, most of their motivations, goals, and rhetoric with the protest movement in the United States and in other European countries, except for one peculiar feature. In Germany the protest was immediately connected with the issue of repressed memories of the Nazi period. The students urgently demanded to know about the personal involvements of their parents, of their teachers, and of political, economic, and cultural elites in general. This was a time when many universities organized lecture series on the embarrassing pasts of their own departments. Certainly, these struggles were often fuelled by the outrage and arrogance of adolescents who turned against their parents. But it was precisely due to the face-to-face nature of the confrontations that this vehement demand for disclosure, analysis, and enlightenment filtered down from the educated middle classes, penetrated into broader segments of the population, and had a long-term impact on mentalities.

(4) The following period, reaching from the mid-seventies to 1989, is marked by the interaction of opposing tendencies, both somehow linked with [End Page 370] the protest movement. The quest for unmasking had left wounds and polarizations, particularly in many cultural fields. This challenge in turn provoked resentments that furnished a psychological basis for harsh political measures; these were also prompted by the terrorism of the so-called Red Army Faction, which quite understandably poisoned the political climate even more. The antiliberal mood reached its climax in the fall of 1977, when the president of the Entrepreneurs' Association, Hans Martin Schleyer, was murdered in cold blood. This antiliberal trend did not last very long, but it reinforced the international turn toward neoconservatism on the level of manifest political debate. Beneath this level there was occurring, however, a less conspicuous and longer ranging change in political attitudes, In the late seventies, sociologists discovered a general shift from materialist to postmaterialist orientations in values, particularly among the younger generations and the more educated segments of the population. In combination with this general trend, the protest movement had obviously accelerated a process of cultural modernization that led to a remarkable spread of more liberal attitudes, in any case of attitudes that proved less susceptible to a rhetoric that combined the modernism of a market economy with the traditionalism of strong values, firm institutions, and quasi-natural identities.

These opposed trends, one of which was manifest while the other remained submerged, clashed when Kohl made his failed attempt to foster a kind of West German national identity on condition that the dark chapter of a no-longer-recent history was to be definitely closed. Kohl had invited President Reagan to join him in a military ceremony at a soldiers' cemetery in Bitburg, a small Eifel town. The ceremony was to enact a peculiar kind of historical reconciliation. The American president was supposed not just to endorse the German-American friendship, which was stable in any case; more importantly, he was expected to exculpate and officially rehabilitate a former enemy and present ally, so that for us Germans the present would be definitively unburdened of liabilities for a criminal past. This was to pave the way for rebuilding a national identity that seemed requisite for securing the reliability of a predictable NATO partner. Moreover, for Germans the ceremony contained a delicate subtext, which the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung did not hesitate to uncover weeks in advance. The handshakes between veteran generals of the Second World War could wishfully be understood as a retrospective recognition that the Germans had always been fighting against the real enemy, communism.

But, you will recall, past realities soon overtook the escapist present. The whole idea was put into question by the accidental discovery that former members of the Waffen-SS, the Nazi elite branch of the armed forces, had been buried in that same place. While the ceremonial program was indeed carried through, large segments of the population, particularly among the young, had inconspicuously [End Page 371] assumed a mentality different from that expected by Kohl. So the polls showed that people were not pleased by the transparent manoeuvre of cleansing the collective identity through the ritualized repression of bad memories.

Another indicator of a growing sensitivity to the moral challenge of the Holocaust was the title of an article that appeared in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung a little more than a year after Bitburg: "A Past that Does Not Pass Away." Ernst Nolte, the author, complained about the fact and offered historical arguments that were supposed to do what the military ceremony of Bitburg had failed to achieve. That article launched the Historians' Debate, a polemic among academics that nevertheless gained the attention of a much wider public.

The Historians' Debate

The name is misleading inasmuch as it was a political debate rather than a controversy about historical facts and their interpretation. Most of the participants were indeed historians, and the issues at stake did have an impact on how we Germans should understand our recent history. But no special competence was required to make reasonable contributions to this debate, at least as regards two of the three major issues. As one of the participants, I am not going to reconstruct and analyze the controversy or its outcome. A partisan's view can hardly match the brilliant historical accounts of Richard J. Evans (In Hitler's Shadow: West German Historians and the Attempt to Escape the Past, Pantheon, 1989) or Charles Maier (The Unmasterable Past, Harvard University Press, 1988), to say nothing of Dominick LaCapra's ("Reflections on the Historians' Debate," Representing the Holocaust, Cornell University Press, 1994). I can only explain the three main issues in debate: (a) the issues of uniqueness (or singularity), (b) normalization, and (c) historization.

(a) I agree with LaCapra that the central issue was whether public attention was being diverted from the Holocaust in a manner that decreased the chances of working through this most painful part of a history of which we are still part (45). Whether and to what extent the analytical process of "working through" is at all possible in view of such a catastrophic break with the civilizational underpinnings of any human mode of life remains, of course, an open question. Insisting on the uniqueness of the systematic annihilation of the European Jews does not imply an opposition to comparisons, e.g., between Nazi and Stalinist terror. The insistence is directed, rather, against the political attempt to use historical comparisons for the purpose of setting off one crime against another, thereby relativizing, even minimizing, the ethical implications of crimes emerging from and embedded in one's own history. This was the case with Nolte's intimation that what happened in the death camps was no different from other mass killings "but for the sole exception of the technical procedure [End Page 372] of gassing." Eberhard Jäckel gave the correct response to that disturbing statement: "The Nazi extermination of the Jews was unique because never before had a state, under the responsible authority of its leader, decided and announced that a specific group of human beings, including the old, the women, the children and the infants, would be killed to the very last one, and implemented this decision with all means at its disposal." One might add that the specific group was delimited by ascribed criteria on the basis of a pseudo scientific, in fact paranoid, worldview.

Let me in this context briefly anticipate a discussion about the comparability of the Holocaust with Hiroshima that arose only a few months ago on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the Japanese defeat (Der Spiegel 31 [1995]: 14.6 ff.). Again, the incommensurability of the two crimes is obvious: the Allies never had the intention of eliminating a particular people as a whole, and merely because of their Japanese descent; the declared goal was to force an enemy, with all means available, to surrender. There is no doubt that the suffering of any human being and the unjust fate of every individual victim deserves the same empathy and equal moral concern. But from the similarity of unjust suffering and from the equal moral worth of every victimized individual one must not conclude that the different historical contexts of such crimes and misdeeds are of similar type and equal weight, such that they might be reckoned against one another.

(b) False comparisons meant to relieve the German nation of a burdensome past highlight aspects of the intentional "normalization" of its citizens' historical and political self-understanding. The neoconservative idea that historical narratives may serve as compensation for the loss of traditional collective identities that have been uprooted by modernization reminds us of the twin phenomena of nationalism and historicism in nineteenth-century European nation building. But this example makes it all the more questionable whether an academic discipline such as history may and should be "instrumentalized" for the political purpose of projecting and promoting the shared ideas of a collective self-image. For this would require a purposefully selective presentation and integration of those valuable aspects of the past that would meet with an affirmative response from present generations. In the case of postwar Germany, such an affirmative approach could succeed only at the price of a levelling normalization. It would deprive people of the possibility of discriminating and choosing between those traditions worthy of conscious appropriation and those traditions that should not be continued. This critical attitude is necessary, however, if we who inherit this German past are not to betray the Benjaminian legacy of an anamnestic solidarity with the suffering and denigration of innocent victims. Without it, their children and grandchildren would no longer be able to breathe in our country. [End Page 373] 
In view of the cultural pluralism of complex modern societies, the idea of a fixed national identity has generally become problematic. Now, the political self-understanding of civil society is discursively shaped by different accounts of constitutional essentials, which compete in the light of different historical narratives and different projections of the future. To the extent that historians and academics in general participate as citizens in these debates of a political-ethical nature, they have to be careful not to confuse their roles. There are different requirements for the academic profession, on the one hand, and for the public intellectual, on the other.

(c) The most intricate issue of the debate was that of historization: whether a past will become ever more neutralized in its moral charge the more we view it through the objectivizing lens of historical research. There is an inevitable dialectic built into the flow of time itself. Once the generations of perpetrators and survivors, of their immediately affected children and grandchildren, and of those growing up during the period, like my generation, have passed away—once all contemporaries of the events are dead—historical research provides the only resource for keeping memories alive, and it can do so only by a cool and demythologizing representation of critically assessed facts. We do not know for sure, but it is not unreasonable to expect that it will become more and more difficult to connect these sober and detailed descriptions with the life, personal experience, and self-understanding of future generations. At the core of this question there looms even the doubt that it is at all possible to "understand" the Holocaust or to "represent" its horrors. If this is the premise, one might come to the radical conclusion that the incommensurabilty of Auschwitz cannot be captured by any historical account, but should be left to a ritualized remembrance, to a liturgy or at least to a quasi-religious practice of anamnestic memory.

In the context of the Historians' Debate, this question of historization was discussed from a specific point of view, namely in relation to an ongoing methodological controversy about the shortcomings and merits of oral history and Alltagsgeschichte—the local history of everyday life. Martin Broszat, the late director of the Munich Institute for Contemporary History and a man of political and personal integrity beyond doubt, had approached the Nazi period in just this way. Shifting perspective from the main political actors (and from the structural features of the system) to the local impact that political forces and processes had on individual life histories and everyday behaviours, Broszat had studied personal and social life in small Bavarian communities with the intention of replacing what he called the "mythical memory" of strange events with an historical account that would bring those days back into the reach of later generations. Saul Friedlander, the well-known Israeli historian and himself a victim of Nazi persecution, criticized this approach for its unintended apologetic implications. Friedlander suspected that Alltagsgeschichte would render too [End Page 374] harmless a reading of the monstrosities of the age. That kind of historization "could mean not so much a widening of the picture as a shift in focus. From that perspective, the insistence on Alltag … could indeed strongly relativize what I still consider as the decisive historiographical approach to that period, an approach which considers these twelve years as a definable historical unit dominated, first of all, by the 'primacy of politics'" ("A Controversy about the Historization of National Socialism," New German Critique 44 [1988]: 104).

A Double Past and Present Ambivalences

My concluding remarks concern a situation determined by the fact that the unified nation now inherits a double past, including the political crimes and human rights violations of the post-Stalinist regime in East Germany. For quite a while our mass media were largely occupied with the stumbling disclosures of the extensive and pervasive machinations of the Stasi, the political police, who had been so incredibly successful in carrying on an almost panoptic supervision of the whole population by engaging a considerable part of it for its own projects. These revelations were accompanied by mutual accusations among East German intellectuals. The polemics between the dissidents and those who had remained in the East without manifest resistance appeared only to replicate the famous discussion after World War II between Thomas Mann, on one side, and Frank Thiess or Walther von Molo on the other—that is, between the émigrés and those who had remained in Nazi Germany. The tempting parallels between the GDR and Nazi Germany, and the general inclination to put both in the same box, soon revived, however, a still burning issue from the Historians' Debate—the question of singularity.

In the first years following 1989, there was a strong tendency to appeal to the presumed (in fact, highly selective) antitotalitarian consensus, which at one time only reflected the anticommunism of the cold war period. It was no surprise that Ernst Nolte felt encouraged to reaffirm his views concerning the purely reactive and imitative nature of the Nazi crimes. And many people found the uncritical and disburdening comparison between Hitler's and Stalin's terror now more attractive than before. This attempt to make good for a lost battle immediately met a forceful and in the end successful rebuttal from historians such as Eberhard Jäckel. An antitotalitarian consensus that is no longer selective in favor of one regime or the other must be based on a fair comparison between the two German regimes, which neither assimilates one to the other nor plays down existing similarities. In spite of its totalitarian and criminal character, the GDR had neither launched a world war nor committed genocide; and due to the sheer extent of its forty-year rule, it developed a kind of post-Stalinist normality that the short-lived national socialist regime could never enjoy. [End Page 375] 
Since its reunification, postwar Germany has experienced its most intense upsurge of right-wing radicalism, both in violent political action and on the intellectual scene. The expected growth of radical parties and splinter groups was accompanied by an unexpected outburst of spontaneous terrorist acts against the homes of asylum seekers, against the houses and shops of Turkish guest-workers—most of whom had been established in Germany for decades—against synagogues, and against the Jewish barracks in the former concentration camp of Sachsenhausen. Violent attacks were also directed against individual foreigners in streets and subways, mainly Ghanaian and Vietnamese workers invited by the former GDR, but also handicapped people, homosexuals, and so on. Numerous people were killed. Fewer and fewer of these incidents are now reported since the conservative parties decided no longer to exploit the issues of immigration, Ausländerhaß, and Überfremdung. The heated and polarizing debate on the Ausländerfrage has died down since the parliament decided on a controversial change in the constitution that nearly abolished the right to political asylum and allowed the government to close the national borders to immigrants. A grand coalition of Christian and Social Democrats has paid a high price, I think too high a price, for taming rightist violence and keeping the right-wing Republican Party out of parliament.

During the last five years, the intellectual scene has changed as well. Besides a general shift in favor of all kinds of conservatism, there has formed, for the first time since the end of the war, an audible, even almost respectable New Right. The publications of a group of younger historians, political scientists, and journalists presently appear in a series, edited by Rainer Zittelmann for the Ullstein Verlag, once a renowned Jewish publishing house, now controlled by a neo-Nazi. It was here that the manifesto of the New Right appeared—a collection of essays by writers, historians, filmmakers, philosophers, and political analysts, published under the title Die selbstbewusste Nation. The essays were arranged in the format of commentaries on a piece by Botho Strauss, a poet of high reputation, an earlier publication by whom in Der Spiegel had stirred up sweeping polemics.

The ideas of this New Right are far from new; they are a weak echo of the nationalist and elitist aspirations of the young conservative intellectuals of the Weimar period, some of whom became prominent Nazis. The two most influential of these were, of course, Martin Heidegger and Carl Schmitt. The present group is held together by a protest against what it perceives as a left and left-liberal cultural hegemony. These people complain mainly about the postwar Westernization of German culture; they denounce in particular the lasting influence of a re-education that is supposed to have been inspired and implemented by returning Jewish émigrés. The straightforward quest for normalization has led to a recapitulation of themes related to the earlier Historians' Debate. The main aims of the New Right are either to rewrite the history of the "Third Reich" in the spirit [End Page 376] and the context of an old-style national history or to interpret the period from 1917 to 1989 in the light of Carl Schmitt's idea of a Weltbürgerkrieg—a globalized civil war, originally waged by Wilson and Lenin.

The conservative trend is conspicuous but has only limited importance. This became obvious when the New Right failed in its attempt to launch, with the help of a nationwide advertising campaign, a revisionist reading of the 8th of May, the fiftieth anniversary of which was celebrated this year. Ten years ago, President von Weizsäcker had reminded the nation of the liberating consequences of unconditional surrender, which not only sealed the defeat of Germany but that of the Nazi regime. The New Right tried to mobilize public opinion against the definition of the 8th of May as a day of liberation, an interpretation that in the meantime had also been accepted by the Kohl government. This controversy had the delicate complication that the liberal reading was not totally free from apologetic connotations. The contest led, however, to a satisfactory outcome. It became clear after all that in 1945 the overwhelming majority of the population did not immediately welcome the end of the war as a liberating transition to democracy. It took decades of public debate until the mass of the population retrospectively accepted this interpretation. That learning process was in fact dependent on the struggle for a public acknowledgment of our particular liability for the consequences of the moral catastrophe of Auschwitz.

In today's Germany there is still an ambivalent mood. It is not yet clear whether the New Right will succeed in one of their goals: to ridicule any effort to keep memory alive as a revealing sign of "political correctness." In Germany, the metacritique of political correctness more and more concentrates on this issue. But ambivalences are themselves a part of history and no reason not to hope for the better. [End Page 377] 
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