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Abstract
This dissertation examines the changing images and meanings of assistance to
Jews in the German societies from the Nazi period to the present. Recent studies of the
rescue of Jews claim that before the 1990s this topic was “forgotten” in the Germanys.
I show, in contrast, that depictions of solidarity with and assistance to Jews appeared
in a variety of media and social practices ever since the immediate postwar years and
played important roles in debating the morality of Germans.
This dissertation traces the roots of the postwar memory of rescuing Jews in
the Third Reich. It examines the transformation of attitudes from the Nazi regime’s
condemnation of solidarity with Jews as a primary condition for becoming a member
of the “national community,” to reversed approaches after 1945. At the same time, it
also demonstrates the continuation of cultural patterns, concepts, and images from and
before the Nazi years to the postwar era.
I argue that while in the first two decades after WWII descriptions of rescue
were “scattered” in and among representations and practices whose main interest was
rarely the rescue of Jews, they nevertheless occupied a crucial place in shaping
memories of the Nazi past by presenting a positive image of a moral Germany and
providing non-Jewish Germans with an relatively unproblematic path to approach the
Holocaust. The dissertation then examines the various attempts to “gather” the
dispersed references to rescue from the late 1950s up to the inauguration of the
national memorial “Silent Heroes” in 2008. The study concludes by trying to
understand the continuing claims on Germans’ “forgetting” of the rescue and rescuers
of Jews and the functions of these claims in shaping the postwar memory of the topic.
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Introduction
In early 2006, German historian Wolfram Wette published an article with the
title “A ‘Human Being’ in German Uniform: Wilm Hosenfeld and ‘The Pianist’.”1 In
the article he uses the recent film by Roman Polanski as a pretext for discussing the
figure of Hosenfeld, a German officer who helped save Jews in Poland during WWII,
and whose story, he argues, has escaped public attention so far:
Wilm Hosenfeld became known to a broader public when in 2002 the film
“The Pianist” […] came to the film theaters. It was accepted with great interest,
as was Steven Spielberg’s rescuer-film “Schindler’s List” before it. This can be
an indication that the “rescue-resistance,” which was accomplished during
WWII against the National Socialist system of injustice and terror, is now
finally appropriately perceived and honored.2
Wette argues that until recently, Germans who helped Jews escape Nazi persecution
received no attention in public discussions in Germany. He therefore welcomes the
tendency to commemorate and honor these Germans and views international film
productions, such as Schindler’s List (1993) and The Pianist (2002), as having direct
influence on that. Wette, who in the last decade headed a number of projects that
explored the lives and actions of German rescuers of Jews,3 expresses his hope that
these popular representations will urge historians to write about the rescue of Jews and
give rescuers a more central position in public depictions of the Nazi past.

1

Wolfram Wette, „Ein ‚Mensch’ in deutscher Uniform: Wilm Hosenfeld und ‚der Pianist’,“ Freiburger
Rundbrief 13: 1 (2006): 37-42.
2
Wette, „Ein ‚Mensch’ in deutscher Uniform,“ 38.
3
This research project resulted in the following books: Wolfram Wette, ed., Retter in Uniform:
Handlungsspielräume im Vernichtungskrieg der Wehrmacht (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch
Verlag, 2002); Wette, ed., Zivilcourage: Empörte, Helfer und Retter aus Wehrmacht, Polizei und SS
(Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 2003); Wette, ed., Stille Helden: Judenretter im
Dreiländereck während des Zweiten Weltkriegs (Freiburg: Herder, 2005).

5
In pursuing his commemorative goal, Wette published several articles on
rescuers in a variety of German journals and newspapers.4 In an article called “Denied
Heroes” (verleugnete Helden) that appeared in November 2007 in the German weekly
Die Zeit, he states that until the 1990s German rescuers were not publicly honored and
their actions were “repressed, silenced, slandered” (verdrängt, verschwiegen,
verleumdet).5 Wette calls attention to these individuals’ unsuccessful attempts to
receive official recognition or compensation for their actions and points out that in
many cases these rescuers were denounced as swindlers or simply ignored.6
Wette does not only bemoan the neglect that individual rescuers encountered
when looking for acknowledgment, but also claims that the topic of rescue in general
was suppressed and silenced before the mid 1990s. Yet, in condemning the lack of
public awareness to the topic he points to the “exceptional” initiatives that did, in fact,
commemorate these rescuers and which, according to him, struck out in the overall
silence surrounding this issue. The cases he describes took place mostly in West
Germany and included books and media debates from the 1950s, 60s, and 70s that
discussed the actions of rescuers. Since quite a few of these early initiatives also assert
that the Germans “forgot” the rescuers of Jews and that these figures should be
celebrated as the real heroes who came out of the Nazi period (a commemorative
effort that Wette himself promotes) he willingly accepts them as reliable evidence for
the existence of “collective forgetting.”

4

These include: „Lieber als Helfer krepieren,“ Die Zeit (4.5.2000); „Der verfemte Menschenfreund,“
Ossietzky 25 (2002), as well as several articles and reviews on the topic in Freiburger Rundbrief in the
years 2004-2009, such as: „Zivilcourage unter extremen Bedingungen“ (2004) and „Karl Plagge – ein
Retter in Uniform“ (2007).
5
Wolfram Wette, „Verleugnete Helden,“ Die Zeit (8.11.2007). The title of this article, as well as much
of its argument, clearly draws on Kurt Grossmann’s book “The Unsung Heroes” (Die unbesungenen
Helden) from 1957 and the ensuing commemorative initiative of the West Berlin Senate that are traced
in a book Wette surveys in this article. On these issues see chapter four.
6
One prominent example is the case of Hermann Gräbe, who received the title of “Righteous among
the Nations” from Yad Vashem in 1965, and whom the German weekly Der Spiegel accused of lying in
his postwar testimonies. See more on this case in chapter four.
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Yet in reading Wette’s texts we7 should ask whether the initiatives and
publications that he surveys exaggerated the extent of “forgetting” in order to advance
a certain commemorative agenda. Unlike Wette, we can contend that these early (i.e.,
pre-1990s) accounts demonstrate that there actually were commemorations of rescuers
in the postwar Germanys, although not necessarily in the same “appropriate” manner
and extent that Wette is looking for. What is, therefore, the logic that stands behind
Wette’s argumentation? What are the assumptions regarding remembering and
forgetting that guide his assertions?
The question of the relationship between remembering and forgetting stands at
the heart of recent discussions on the memories of the Nazi past in Germany. Not long
ago, most historians assumed that in East and West Germany Nazism and WWII were
taboo themes in the decades immediately following the war. But in the last fifteen
years, a growing number of studies presented an opposing image, according to which
references to this past and especially “war stories” (Robert Moeller) were widespread
in public representations in both postwar German societies, as well as in the political
justification of the German states.8 These studies show the existence of a “middle
ground” between remembering and forgetting by identifying both elements within
accounts that emphasize certain aspects of the Nazi past while overlooking others.9

7

Following the example of Paul Ricoeur, I prefer to say “‘I’ when I assume an argument as my own,
and ‘we’ when I hope to draw my reader along with me.” Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), xvii.
8
These studies explore various aspects of the postwar preoccupation with and relevance of the Nazi
past to postwar discussions. See, for example, Norbert Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik: Die Anfänge der
Bundesrepublik und die NS-Vergangenheit (München: C.H. Beck, 1996); Jeffrey Herf, Divided
Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard UP, 1997);
Thomas C. Fox, Stated Memory: East Germany and the Holocaust (Rochester: Camden House, 1999);
Alan L. Nothnagle, Building the East German Myth: Historical Mythology and Youth Propaganda in
the German Democratic Republic, 1945-1989 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999); Robert
G. Moeller, War Stories: The Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany. (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2001); Dagmar Herzog, Sex after Fascism: Memory and Morality in
Twentieth-Century Germany (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2005); Frank Biess, Homecomings: Returning
POWs and the Legacies of Defeat in Postwar Germany (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006).
9
For a discussion and illustration of this argument see Alon Confino, “Traveling as a Culture of
Remembrance: Traces of National Socialism in West Germany, 1945-1960,” History and Memory 12: 2
(Fall/Winter 2000): 92-121.
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Most studies of such “selective rememberance” stress that representations of
Nazism in the first postwar decades present non-Jewish Germans as victims of the
war, while intentionally turning a blind eye to the Holocaust.10 These studies do not
claim that there were no alternative depictions of the past in which stories of the
Holocaust appeared, but argue that these depictions were marginal and therefore chose
to concentrate on exploring the “past that dominated public discourse.”11 In doing so,
however, the scholars who wanted to go beyond the dichotomous relationship between
remembering and forgetting end up reestablishing it, since their focus on the more
“visible” evidence, in which the stories on the fate of Jews played only a secondary
role (if any), presents the persecution, and thus also the rescue, of Jews as a silenced
issue in the first postwar decades.12
I believe that what scholars view as “visible” in society draws on four main
assumptions and approaches that they bring with them to their investigation. The first
depends on what scholars consider as relevant evidence and whether the way the topic
appears in the sources counts as noticeable and significant. Nowadays the Holocaust
has become an internationally known event with a more or less “standardized”
depiction that includes the mentioning of six million dead, an insistence on the
uniqueness of this genocide, and the preference of the victims’ perspective. But this
depiction may not have been so self-evident to Germans (or non-Germans, for that
matter) sixty or even thirty years ago. The fact that many Germans in, say, the 1950s,
10

According to this view, depictions of the war, from the first postwar decade to the 1980s or even
later, focused on portraying “ordinary Germans” as innocent victims both of the Nazis and the Allied
Forces, and rarely mentioned Jews. See Moeller, War Stories; Biess, Homecomings; Lothar
Kettenacker, ed., Ein Volk von Opfern? Die neue Debatte um den Bombenkrieg 1940-1945 (Berlin:
Rowohlt, 2003); Bill Niven, ed., Germans as Victims: Remembering the Past in Contemporary
Germany (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2006); Helmut Schmitz, ed., A Nation of Victims? Representations
of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2007).
11
Moeller, War Stories, 4.
12
See also the observation of Jeffrey Herf in reviewing Moeller’s War Stories: “In presenting the vivid
memories of their own victimization by some postwar West Germans, War Stories, perhaps
unintentionally, lends further support to the conventional wisdom regarding the broad silence and
forgetting in these components of postwar German popular memory in the early postwar decade
regarding the mass murder of European Jewry.” Jeffrey Herf, (Review), Central European History 36:
2 (June 2003): 318-322, here 322.
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addressed the Holocaust or the rescue of Jews differently than we do today does not
mean that their way equals “forgetting,” or that we share with them the same
assumptions and needs regarding this past.13
Second, positioning memory against forgetting often carries a moralizing
judgment that favors the former and condemns the latter. In this way, scholars like
Wette can construct a positive identity for themselves by declaring that they overcame
and corrected the misdeeds of their predecessors, and helped give the “invisible” its
place in society.14
Third, the depiction of a topic’s “invisibility” may also be grounded on the
general inclination of historians to look for the elusive notion of “the majority” or “the
public” as a kind of social totality.15 In doing so, they run the risk of downplaying the
existence of several publics within any society, whose coexistence creates various
interpretations and articulates internal contradictions within an apparently unified
“public.”16 In this sense, the fact that historical actors apparently belong to certain
communities and subscribe to their particular media does not necessarily mean that
they are aware of a particular topic or share their neighbors’ views about it.
The fourth and final point on “visibility” refers to the scholar’s choice on
where to look for sources and also how to look at them. Until now, no scholar has tried
to write a comprehensive history of the memory of rescuing Jews in the postwar

13

Stephen Brockmann makes this argument in his book German Literary Culture at the Zero Hour
(Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2004), 8-9.
14
In recent years the notion of “visibility” is largely associated with current or past struggles of
marginalized groups for social acknowledgment and recognition. The need to cancel their “invisibility”
in public discussions and allow them to participate in social processes is conceived as a moral effort to
attain human rights, equality, and memory. For a recent example from the mass of studies of this sort
see Mignon R. Moore, Invisible Families: Gay Identities, Relationships, and Motherhood among Black
Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011).
15
To this we can add the tendency to explore what scholars view as “normal” rather than look at
allegedly exceptional or “abnormal” aspects of life. On this point see Alon Confino, “Dissonance,
Normality and the Historical Method: Why did some Germans Think of Tourism after May 8, 1945?”
in Richard Bessel and Dirk Schumann, eds, Life after Death: Approaches to a Cultural and Social
History of Europe during the 1940s and 1950s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 323347
16
Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 14: 1 (2002): 49-90.
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Germanys, also because of the assumption that there is nothing to find.17 Since
scholars who deal with the rescue of Jews generally believe that there was an overall
silencing and repressing of the topic in the Germanys,18 the very small number of
scholarly publications on the memory of rescue either explain this “collective
silence,”19 concentrate on the allegedly exceptional cases of officially commemorating
rescuers,20 or reconstruct the biographies of individual rescuers and portray how the
German societies ignored them.21 Yet these studies’ choices in what to focus on draw
on a narrow political perspective,22 which, albeit revealing and important in its own
right, contributes to “hiding” some details and perspectives on the function of memory
in society. In the words of Alon Confino:
[O]ne unfortunate side effect of treating memory as a symptom of politics is
the lack of explorations of power in areas that are not politically evident.
Consequently, a search for memory traces is made mostly among visible places

17

An acquaintance of mine wanted write her dissertation about the memory of rescue in postwar West
Germany, yet her advisor, a German social scientist who dealt with various aspects of memory, talked
her out of this idea, claiming that there is nothing to examine.
18
The overwhelming majority of scholarly works on the rescue of Jews from Nazi persecution either
creates biographical accounts of individual rescuers or offers explanations to the motives of rescuers
from sociological, psychological, or historical perspectives. Especially in the last fifteen years one
finds, in addition to many isolated publications, several large projects that produced series of books on
the subject. These include, in addition to the projects led by Wolfram Wette, a series of books published
by the Berlin Zentrum für Antisemitismusforschung that provides a broad European perspective
(Wolfgang Benz et al., eds, Solidarität und Hilfe für Juden während der NS-Zeit (Berlin: Metropol,
1996-2004)). Examples for studies that explore the motives of rescuers include Samuel & Pearl Oliner,
The Altruistic Personality (New York: Free Press, 1988); Eva Fogelman, Conscience & Courage (New
York: Anchor Books, 1994); Neima Barzel, Choice of the Good: Rescue Activities in Poland and in the
Netherlands during World War Two (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2004). [in Hebrew]
19
According to Peter Steinbach, there was no place for public celebration of rescuers in the Federal
Republic in this decade, since the public attention and moral orientation focused on the legacy of the
resistance fighters who failed to assassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944. Peter Steinbach, „‚Unbesungene
Helden’ – ihre Bedeutung für die allgemeine Widerstandsgeschichte,“ in Widerstand im Widerstreit:
Der Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus in der Erinnerung der Deutschen (Paderborn:
Schöningh, 2001), 215-233.
20
Dennis Riffel, Unbesungene Helden: Die Ehrungsinitiative des Berliner Senats 1958 bis 1966
(Berlin: Metropol, 2007).
21
See, for example, Douglas K. Huneke, In Deutschland unerwünscht: Biographie eines Judenretters
(Lüneburg: Zu Klampen, 2002).
22
A partial exception to this rule is Bill Niven’s study on the commemoration of the rescue of a Jewish
child in and around the East German memorial in Buchenwald. While Niven is interested primarily in
the institutional and political implications and uses of this case, he pays much attention also to popular
depictions in various media. Bill Niven, Das Buchenwaldkind: Wahrheit, Fiktion und Propaganda
(Bonn: Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 2009).
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and familiar names, where memory construction is explicit and its meaning
palpably manipulated, while in fact we should look for memory where it is
implied rather than said, blurred rather than clear, in the realm of collective
mentality. We miss a whole world of human activities that cannot be
immediately recognized (and categorized) as political, although they are
decisive to the way people construct and contest images of the past.23
In this dissertation I follow Confino’s lead and the broader perspective of cultural
history that he offers in examining the memory of rescuing Jews in the postwar
German societies. Unlike Wette, who dismisses postwar German references to
rescuers before the 1990s as “exceptions” that prove a lack of remembrance of this
topic, I choose to take a closer look at these alleged exceptions. Instead of
disregarding what appears to be the less visible evidence, this dissertation asks why
did people and institutions decide, seemingly against a general tendency to ignore the
topic, to make reference to them?
Micro-historians have taught us that “exceptional” cases are well suited for
challenging explanations based on neat generalizations.24 A number of recent studies
demonstrate how by examining such cases, and less visible evidence, historians can
reach a different and deeper understanding of historical phenomena by paying
attention to “allusions, recollections, and anecdotes, which appear at unexpected

23

Alon Confino, “Collective Memory and Cultural History: Problems of Method,” American Historical
Review 102: 5 (December 1997): 1386-1403, here 1394-1395.
24
On the significance of the “exceptional” case in examining wider social structures, see Matti
Peltonen, “Clues, Margins, and Monads: The Micro-Macro Link in Historical Research,” History and
Theory 40 (October 2001): 347-359. Especially relevant is the work of Carlo Ginzburg. See, in
particular, Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980); Carlo Ginzburg, “Clues: Roots of an Evidential
Paradigm,” in Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1989), 96-125; Simona Cerutti, “Microhistory: Social Relations Versus Cultural Models?,” in
Anna-Maija Castrén et al., eds, Between Sociology and History: Essays on Microhistory, Collective
Action, and Nation-Building (Helsinki: SKS, 2004), 17-40.
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moments in the texts”25 and reveal issues that were not detected at first sight and
formerly ignored by scholars.26 The micro-historical approach emphasizes the benefit
of oscillating between different scales of observation (and between the more and the
less visible phenomena) and follows the principle
that the choice of a particular scale of observation produces certain effects of
understanding useful in conjunction with strategies of understanding. Changing
the focal length of a lens not only magnifies (or reduces) the size of the object
under observation but also modifies its shape and composition.27
In accordance with this methodology, my dissertation will show that there are, in fact,
numerous references to the rescue of Jews in the German societies from the early
postwar years to the present. Although in some cases these references did not occupy a
central role in public debates and depictions of the Nazi past and are often found
“scattered” in different books, articles, monuments, and other representations and
activities whose main interest is not the rescue of Jews, they are nonetheless
significant. I argue that the fact that these depictions appear in a large variety of media
and commemorative practices, suggests that many people in the Germanys were aware
of the topic of rescue, that they occasionally found it relevant in discussing the Nazi

25

Nabil Matar, Europe through Arab Eyes, 1578-1727 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009),
19. Matar adopts Ginzburg’s microhistorical approach in reconstructing the ways in which Magharibi
Arabs viewed Europeans, thus challenging the established interpretation, according to which Arabs
were not interested in Europeans at the time or had no information about them. I would like to thank
Danny Wasserman for pointing out this book to me.
26
Also scholars of German cultural history have recently employed a related approach that considers
“peripheral” details within public representations, thus disputing the assumption regarding the existence
of a single ideological “master narrative” in East Germany. One such study states that films in the GDR
“acted not simply as an ideological appendage of the state apparatus but rather as a ‘virtual,’
‘negotiated,’ and at times even ‘substitute public sphere,’ where the historical experience of war death
and mass murder widely excluded from the official glorifications of the communist antifascist
resistance and heroic sacrifice can be tracked in the periphery of the representational field.” Anke
Pinkert, Film and Memory in East Germany (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 7. See also
Frank Stern, “Real existierende Juden im DEFA-Film: Ein Kino der subversiven Widersprüche”, in
Moshe Zuckermann, ed., Zwischen Politik und Kultur: Juden in der DDR (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag,
2002), 141-156.
27
Jacques Revel, “Microanalysis and the Construction of the Social,” in Jacques Revel and Lynn Hunt,
eds, Histories: French Constructions of the Past (New York: The New Press, 1998), 492-502, here 495496.

12
past, and that early “scattered” references contributed to the accumulation and
growing “visibility” of the topic in later years.

Concepts and Contexts
Before I turn to describing the structure of this dissertation and the content of
its chapters, a few comments on my use of concepts, contextualization, and theoretical
approach are necessary. Throughout the dissertation I use “rescue” and “rescuer” as
umbrella concepts to refer to all activities that involve assistance to Jews. Since not all
Jews who received the help of non-Jews survived the war, many scholars who
research assistance to Jews during the Holocaust prefer the word “helper” (Helfer) to
“rescuer” (Retter).28 Yet in studying the memory of this topic, speaking of “help”
might conceal the moral, and at times heroic, image that many postwar Germans
envisioned when speaking of it.29 Thus, while I will sometimes distinguish between
assistance or help to, solidarity with, and rescue of Jews when necessary, the general
terms I use throughout the dissertation will be rescue and rescuer. In addition, this
dissertation will pay significant attention to the specific words and formulations that
Germans used in each text and situation. This study thus employs conceptual history
(Begriffsgeschichte) and examines concepts as indicators of both social change and
cultural continuity.
As a historical method, conceptual history provides important insights into the
three analytic foundations of this study: cultural history, memory, and the history of
moral sentiments. Let me start by defining the first – cultural history. In its current
28

Isabel Enzenbach, „Zur Problematik des Begriffes ‚Retter’,“ in Beate Kosmala and Claudia
Schoppmann, eds, Überleben im Untergrund: Hilfe für Juden in Deutschland 1941-1945 (Solidarität
und Hilfe für Juden während der NS-Zeit. Band 5) (Berlin: Metropol, 2002), 241-256.
29
To reiterate, while for the study of the actions in which non-Jews assisted Jews it makes sense to use
“help” rather than “rescue” – remembering that in many cases the assistance of one person was only
one episode within a long chain of confrontations with persecution, at the end of which many Jews did
not manage to survive – many retrospective references to such help portray a rather one-dimensional
image of rescue.
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usage, “culture” may relate to various and at times contradictory notions and
interpretations.30 While this dissertation will explore a whole range of social and
political conditions without which no historical analysis is valid, I will focus on one
particular aspect of people’s lives, i.e. their use of symbols in the form of language,
metaphors, and images within a given society.31 My analysis will consider the
emergence of representations and practices as a result of long-term preservation of
cultural forms, as well as short-term transformations following political and social
needs and constraints.
Accordingly, my understanding of memory examines references to the past as
products of a relationship between lived experience and various aspects of social and
cultural life. As Susannah Radstone argues, the value of memory studies lies in the
opportunity to reconceptualize the binary inner world/outer world, by studying
“memories” as mediations that point to mutual and multilayered exchanges that
simultaneously involve and constitute individuals and cultural forms in specific points
of time.32 The focus on mediations33 and exchanges views memory as a process,

30

The concept is used to designate either an activity or an identity, to address different “portions” of
human life, and refer either to “a general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development,”
“a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in general,” or “the works
and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity.” Raymond Williams, Keywords: A
Vocabulary of Culture and Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 90. For the changing and
often contradicting meanings of “culture” see also Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford:
Blackwell, 2000); Megan Vaughan, “Culture,” in Ulinka Rublack, ed., A Concise Companion to
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 227-245.
31
According to William Sewell, in this understanding, “culture […] is always contrasted to some other
equally abstract aspect or category of social life that is not culture — for example, to economics,
politics, or biology,” rather than “stands for a concrete and bounded world of beliefs and practices.
Culture in this sense is assumed to belong to or be isomorphic with a ‘society’ or with some clearly
identifiable subsocietal group. […] The contrast in this usage is not between culture and not-culture but
between one culture and another.” William H. Sewell, Jr., “The Concept(s) of Culture,” Logics of
History: Social Theory and Social Transformation (University of Chicago Press, 2005), 152-174, here
156. My study follows Sewell’s first definition.
32
Susannah Radstone, “Reconceiving Binaries: The Limits of Memory,” History Workshop Journal 59
(2005): 134-150.
33
The term “mediation” applies here both to referentiality (meaning that any depiction of past
occurrences does not grant one a direct access to this past, but is always already mediated through the
different forms and contexts of its articulation) and social interaction (that is, the inter-subjective
constitution of these articulations).
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which entails the involvement of active agents and cultural tools. It is not
something done by an isolated agent, but it is also not something that is
somehow carried out solely by a cultural tool. Both must be involved in an
irreducible tension.34
The focus in the study of memory on the interdependence of individuals and cultural
tools35 within social interactions draws much from Maurice Halbwachs’ influential
work on “collective memory.” According to Halbwachs, remembering is essentially a
social activity that is constituted in a mutual elaboration between individuals and the
social frameworks in which they are involved.36
Although Halbwachs argues that only individuals have the capacity to
remember, his discussion generated a multitude of studies that place the group at the
center of analysis and examine articulations of remembering located (or “conserved”)
beyond the individual. Jeffrey K. Olick thus shows that “collective memory” may
refer to “two distinct, and not obviously complementary sorts of phenomena: socially
framed individual memories and collective commemorative representations.”37 While
both the individual and collective perspectives follow the basic idea that remembering
is social, students of memory tend to choose one of these perspectives when
conducting their studies. Furthermore, partially as an attempt to make the study of
memory more manageable, scholars often distinguish between different levels, carriers
(or mediums), and functions of memory and work on them separately. The most
common distinctions detach individual from non-individual or “structural”
34

James V. Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2002), 13. Due to his focus on mediations and exchanges, Wertsch decided to employ the term
“remembering” that implies a process and activity rather than an object or a “container.”
35
Wertsch’s understanding of what cultural tools are is very broad and ranges from language,
narratives, visual images, and interpretive patterns to forms of media such as the Internet. In this sense,
he refers to all cultural elements that participate in the articulation of the past.
36
“One may say that the individual remembers by placing himself in the perspective of the group, but
one may also affirm that the memory of the group realizes and manifests itself in individual memories.”
Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 40.
37
Jeffrey K. Olick, “Collective Memory: The Two Cultures,” Sociological Theory 17: 3 (1999): 333348, here 336.
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memories,38 while others focus on different media and processes of transmission.39 By
dividing memory into categories scholars tend to imagine two (or more) distinct
“systems,” while only rarely examining how they constitute each other as part of one
common activity. In contrast to this tendency to separate, studies of oral history and
related fields have shown how the most personal recollections integrate not only
cultural symbols and familiar narrative patterns into a person’s account of the past,40
but that sometimes individuals conflate their past experiences with those they
encountered in books, photographs, films, TV programs, and personal conversations.41
In order to avoid the artificial separation of individual and collective or any
other modes, levels, or categories of memory, I have decided to define my research as
the study of memory in general, without the adjectives.42 In doing so I can examine

38

Kerwin Klein calls studies of non-individual memories, i.e. those that speak about memory but give
little or no attention to the human process of remembering, “structural memories.” Kerwin Lee Klein,
“On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” Representations 69 (Winter 2000): 127-150.
39
For example in the theory of Aleida and Jan Assmann, who distinguish between “communicative”
and “cultural” memory. See Aleida Assmann, Erinnerungsräume: Formen und Wandlungen des
kulturellen Gedächtnisses (München: C.H. Beck, 1999); Aleida Assmann, Der lange Schatten der
Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskultur und Geschichtspolitik (München: C.H. Beck, 2006); Jan Assmann,
Das kulturelle Gedächtnis: Schrift, Erinnerung und politische Identität in frühen Hochkulturen
(München: C.H. Beck, 1992); Jan Assmann, „Was ist das ‚kulturelle Gedächtnis’?,“ in Religion und
kulturelles Gedächtnis (München: C.H. Beck, 2000), 11-44; Jan Assmann, “Communicative and
Cultural Memory,” in Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning, eds, A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 109-118.
40
Already at the moment of experiencing, a person’s perception and formulation of events is always
constituted through language, available symbolic patterns, and other cultural tools. See Joan W. Scott,
“Experience,” in Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott, eds, Feminists Theorize the Political (New York:
Routledge, 1992), 22-40; Ernst van Alphen, “Symptoms of Discursivity: Experience, Memory, and
Trauma,” in Mieke Bal et al., eds, Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present (Hanover and
London: University Press of New England, 1999), 24-38.
41
See, for example, Daniela Koleva, „Die Erinnerung an die kommunistische Machtübernahme in
Bulgarien am 9. September 1944,“ BIOS 14: 1 (2001): 101-115; Sam Wineburg, „Sinn machen: Wie
Erinnerung zwischen den Generationen gebildet wird,“ in Harald Welzer, ed., Das soziale Gedächtnis:
Geschichte, Erinnerung, Tradierung (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition: 2001), 179-204; Marianne Hirsch,
„Surviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemory,” The Yale Journal of
Criticism 14: 1 (2001): 5-37; Kobi Kabalek, „Spuren vergangener Geschichte/n: Die ‚NS-Zeit’ in
Interviews mit jungen Deutschen aus der ehemaligen DDR,“ in Julia Obertreis and Anke Stephan, eds,
Erinnerungen nach der Wende: Oral History und (post)sozialistische Gesellschaften (Essen: Klartext,
2009), 121-132.
42
Olick suggested to get rid of the adjectives attached to memory in his keynote address entitled “The
Collective Memory of Memory Studies: Time for Revision?” which was presented at the conference
Forms and Functions of Social Memories (Erlangen, Germany, December 10-12, 2010).
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various functions and articulations of memory from diverse perspectives,43 depending
on what I find in the sources. Instead of categorizing my sources according to different
levels and between individual and collective expressions, I will examine, following
Olick’s recent suggestion, mnemonic products and practices as a way to access the
multiple and multifaceted processes we call memory:
The former (products) include stories, books, statues, presentations, images,
records, historical studies, surveys, etc.; the latter (practices) include
reminiscence, recall, representation, commemoration, celebration, regret,
renunciation, disavowal, denial, rationalization, excuse, acknowledgement, and
many others. Mnemonic practices […] are always simultaneously individual
and social. And no matter how concrete mnemonic products may be, they gain
their reality only by being used, interpreted, and reproduced or changed.44
Throughout this dissertation I will combine sources from a variety of media and
document mnemonic practices and products that emerged in a variety of situations and
were based on insights and findings of studies from diverse disciplines.
But where does my study look for these practices and products? It is easier to
think of memory as bounded, unified, contained, and stable, since our language is illsuited to deal with constantly shifting frameworks.45 But the approach to memory as a
process-based, multisided, and interdependent activity should not assume that
mnemonic products and practices are bound to one “collective.” Memory takes
multiple shapes according to the changing situations people are in and in relation to

43

The notions of “scattered” and “gathering” memory that I will use in this dissertation do not
distinguish between kinds or levels of memory, but rather point to tendencies in the use and articulation
of references to rescue.
44
Jeffrey K. Olick, “From Collective Memory to the Sociology of Mnemonic Practices and Products,”
in Erll and Nünning, eds, A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies, 151-161, here 158.
45
Jeffrey K. Olick, “Figurations of Memory: A Process-Relational Methodology, Illustrated on the
German Case,” in The Politics of Regret: On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility (New
York and London: Routledge, 2007), 85-118.
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their previous experiences,46 which are attached not only to local knowledge, but also
participate in a movement of ideas, images, and other cultural tools that sometimes
come from unexpected and “foreign” places. Although significant parts of this
dissertation will reconstruct the ways in which the commemoration47 of individuals,
actions, and events both draws on people’s perceived identity and acts to shape such
an identity,48 this study will not reproduce their reification of collective identities as
homogeneous and clearly discernable.49 Not only identity, but also “culture” does not
provide us with clear boundaries due to the flux of cultural tools. Therefore, this
dissertation uses the political borders of the respective German states as the places in
which to look for mnemonic products and practices without claiming that these
borders constitute the boundaries of “German memory” or “German culture.” What I
reconstruct are tendencies and patterns that exist within and sometimes beyond these
political borders and which, not all, or even a majority of, the population necessarily
knew of, had access to, or were interested in.50

46

Halbwachs refers to the flexibility of people’s views of the past from one situation to another and
from one social framework to the next when he writes: “We change memories along with our points of
view, our principles, and our judgments, when we pass from one group to another.” Halbwachs, On
Collective Memory, 81.
47
In my view, “commemoration” means the actions of individuals, organizations, and groups that
attempt to form and preserve certain images of the past, including also paying tribute to people and
events.
48
For the mutually formative nature of identities and commemorations see John R. Gillis, “Memory and
Identity: The History of a Relationship,” in idem, ed., Commemorations: The Politics of National
Identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 3-24. Although one often claims that states
are, or should be, organized according to a national principle, this does not mean that “nation-states” are
accomplished nations. Thus, the nation (the body of individuals that are allegedly united by a national
belonging, either ethnically or ideologically motivated) does not exist as an entity with boundaries one
can examine, but as different and contested versions of abstract ideas used by individuals and
institutions.
49
The attributes of boundedness, continuity, uniqueness, and homogeneity that are regularly ascribed to
human persons cannot be simply transmitted to collectives, whose actual borders, forms, and
“character” is constantly contested and depends on the perspective of the observer. For a critique of the
tendency to conceptualize collectives in emotional and psychological terms “as though they are human
individuals writ large,” see Richard Handler, “Is ‘Identity’ a Useful Cross-Cultural Concept?” in Gillis,
ed., Commemorations, 27-40; Wulf Kansteiner, “Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological
Critique of Collective Memory Studies,” History and Theory 41 (May 2002): 179-197. For convincing
arguments against the reification of collective identities see Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed:
Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996); Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without Groups (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).
50
The growing awareness of the flux of cultural tools brought in recent years to the study of
transcultural memory. For a conceptual approach to the cultural and transcultural in memory studies see
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Finally, this dissertation aims to contribute to a history of moral sentiments in
the Germanys. Till van Rahden has recently appealed for new research “into the
emotional basis of morality and the passions that inform conceptions of justice and
equality.”51 Van Rahden is interested in the entanglements of manners and civility
with sociability and the political in the transformation from the Nazi society to the
West German democracy – a question that a whole array of contemporary studies
explore, although often not as histories of moral sentiments. These studies include
explorations of Nazi morality (a topic which we shall tackle in the first chapter) and
various aspects of postwar sexuality, the family, youth culture and generational
connections,52

socio-political

perspectives

on

West

Germany’s

“democratic

success,”53 and the rehabilitation and “recivilizing” of Germans after the war.54
As a study of the memory of Nazism in the postwar Germanys, this
dissertation is unavoidably engaged with moral issues.55 The question of “collective
guilt” that haunts postwar German history and involves Germans of different
generations is itself a question of memory because it is based either on one’s personal
recollections or on a feeling of belonging to a cultural, national, or ethnic community
and its past.56 The question of guilt articulates itself either in an internal judgment with

Peter Carrier and Kobi Kabalek, “Cultural Memory and Transcultural Memory – A Conceptual
Analysis,” in Lucy Bond and Jessica Rapson, eds, The Transcultural Turn: Interrogating Memory
between and Beyond Borders (forthcoming).
51
Till van Rahden, “Clumsy Democrats: Moral Passions in the Federal Republic,” German History
29:3 (2011): 485-504, here 489.
52
Robert G. Moeller, Protecting Motherhood: Women and the Family in the Politics of Postwar West
Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Uta G. Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and Rebels: Cold
War Politics and American Culture in a Divided Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2000); Herzog, Sex after Fascism.
53
Edgar Wolfrum, Die geglückte Demokratie: Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland von ihren
Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 2006).
54
Konrad H. Jarausch, After Hitler: Recivilizing Germans, 1935-1995 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2006).
55
I define “morality” and “ethics” at the beginning of the first chapter.
56
Dan Diner, „Über Schulddiskurse und andere Narrative: Epistemologisches zum Holocaust,“ in
Gertrud Koch, ed., Bruchlinien: Tendenzen der Holocaustforschung (Köln: Böhlau, 1999), 61-84.
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one’s conscience, as in the case of Karl Jaspers’ “moral guilt,”57 and/or is created
externally, as a stigma, by the gazes of others.58
Yet the moral history of the postwar Germanys does not only feed on the
negative aspects of the war and Nazism. These aspects, such as the memory of
German victimhood and suffering and the negation of and dissociation from the Nazi
regime and its atrocities have been well researched. But this is not the whole story.59
Postwar Germans referred also to positive and heroic cases and humane behavior
either in order to deny guilt or to criticize the lack of solidarity with the persecuted. As
we shall see, allusions to Germans rescuing Jews helped illustrate the persistence of
German humanism during the “dark years” of Nazism and raise moral issues that
contemporaries found ideologically and personally useful and important in different
situations. It is this element of positive identifications, depictions, and argumentations
that stands at the core of this dissertation.60

Time Frame and Chapters
This study investigates references to the rescue of Jews from Nazi persecution
in the postwar German societies. Yet I chose to dedicate the first chapter to exploring
such references to rescue under the Nazi regime (1933-1945). The reason for that lies
in my cultural approach that seeks to explain the creation of mnemonic practices and
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Karl Jaspers, The Question of German Guilt (New York: Fordham University Press, 2001 [originally
1946]), 25-26.
58
Dirk A. Moses, German Intellectuals and the Nazi Past (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2007), 24-26.
59
Also the number of studies that explore the memory of resistance in Germany is still relatively small.
Contemporary historians appear to avoid dealing with the memory of “the positive” during the Nazi
regime. For a bibliography on the memory of resistance see my discussion of the topic in chapter two.
60
My analysis focuses on tracing the moral argumentations and images within depictions of the Nazi
past and only rarely will I venture to explain the possible moral motivations of the people I am
discussing. I thus follow Allan Megill’s observation: “The historian is rarely able to reconstruct such
matters as will, motivation, and character well enough to make justified moral judgments concerning
historical actors (as distinguished from making justified moral judgments concerning historical events
themselves).” Allan D. Megill, “History-Writing and Moral Judgment: A Note on Chapter Seven of
Agnes Heller’s A Theory of History (1982),” in Janos Boros and Mihaly Vajda, eds, Ethics and
Heritage: Essays on the Philosophy of Agnes Heller (Pecs: Brambauer, 2007), 87-104, here 101.
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products not only as instrumentalizations of the past in the service of people’s present
needs, but also as citations from and reactions to the symbolic arsenals that Germans
were familiar with by the end of WWII.61 In his study of the commemoration of
Abraham Lincoln throughout the decades, sociologist Barry Schwartz has shown that
the forms of memory are not created anew in each present: “As each generation
modifies the beliefs presented by previous generations, an assemblage of old beliefs
coexists with the new, including old beliefs about the past itself.”62 Even in times of
political ruptures, some descriptive features and values regarding the past remain more
or less the same. Olick elaborated on this point in the case of the German
commemorations of May 8, 1945 and concluded that “images of the past depend not
only on the relationship between past and present but also on the accumulation of
previous such relationships and their ongoing constitution and reconstitution.”63 In this
sense, each public depiction of past events contains traces of previous depictions and
is engaged in an explicit or implicit dialogue with them.
This continuous dialogue with and the accumulation of previous accounts of
the past is multilayered and includes different kinds of conscious and unconscious
reactions, i.e. from quoting and paraphrasing to rejecting, ignoring, and reinterpreting
some features or complete parts, concepts, and styles of others’ memory accounts. All
these different aspects of dialogue will be pursued throughout this dissertation. But
instead of starting with the postwar years themselves, I wish to go even further back in
time and examine this dialogue and the forms of postwar memory not only before the
Nazi past is declared to be over, but even before it began.
61

As you will see in chapters two to five, I chose not to dedicate separate chapters to East, West, and
unified Germany. Instead, following my cultural perspective, I traced similar themes, patterns, and
forms in approaching rescue in different media and contexts and divided them according to political
boundaries only when I found this to be necessary.
62
Barry Schwartz, Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National Memory (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2000), 302.
63
Jeffrey K. Olick, “Genre Memories and Memory Genres: A Dialogical Analysis of May 8, 1945
Commemorations in the Federal Republic of Germany,” American Sociological Review 64: 3 (June
1999): 381-402, here 382.
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Chapter One: In order to demonstrate that post-1945 references to helping Jews
started to emerge during and even before the Nazi regime, the first chapter focuses on
the Nazi propaganda and actions against the Jews and thus provides a reference point
to the later discussion on the postwar years. This chapter will explore the employment
of cultural tools and social practices under the Nazi regime and their origins in earlier
periods and previous debates about the “Jewish question.” The idea is to show that the
Nazi depictions of attitudes toward Jews were themselves in an exchange with preNazi debates, practices, and representations.64 In this sense, the postwar memory of
rescue articulates a dialogue that began not only before 1945, but also before 1933.
The chapter’s first three sections will survey the main ideological assumptions
of Nazi morality from the Weimar period to the end of the Third Reich, the central
concepts of Nazi antisemitic propaganda in relation to rescuing Jews, and the
environment within which these concepts evolved. The chapter’s last sections will
reconstruct four central patterns of social relationships between “Jews” and “Aryans”
that the Nazis attacked, and which after the war became recurring images in Germans’
claims that they opposed Nazism and assisted Jews.
The second and third chapters constitute the second part of the dissertation, in
which I explore the dialogue between pre-1945 depictions of rescue and references to
this topic in the first two decades after the war. This dialogue took place on two main
levels. On one level, postwar accounts of rescuing Jews constituted a reaction to, and a
conscious moral break with, Nazi antisemitism, while on the other level these postwar
accounts also presented a certain continuation in the forms of argumentation. This part
of the dissertation concentrates on the “scattered” character of the memory of rescue
from the end of WWII to the mid 1960s.
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On this point see Alon Confino, “Fantasies about the Jews: Cultural Reflections on the Holocaust,”
History & Memory 17,1/2 (Spring/Summer 2005): 296-322.
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The evidence examined in these two chapters demonstrates the wealth of
allusions to the rescue of Jews (although sometimes in an infrequent and seemingly
incidental form) in a period that many historians consider to be “silent” about this
topic and the Holocaust in general. As we shall see throughout the dissertation and in
these two chapters in particular, the occasional mentioning of rescue actually enabled
postwar authors to approach the Holocaust without necessarily having to dwell on
difficult questions of guilt.
Chapter Two opens by tracing the clash between Nazi morality and universalhumanistic morality from the war years to the immediate postwar period and continues
by examining patterns of articulating assistance to Jews in a variety of situations,
arenas, and media in both East and West Germany up to the mid 1960s. Chapter Three
concentrates on a special feature of fictional accounts of rescue from this period, the
majority of which depict cases of unsuccessful rather than successful rescue. This
chapter asks what are the main configurations in which unsuccessful rescue appeared
and what motivated writers and filmmakers to favor a depiction of failure.
Chapter Four opens the third and final part of the dissertation. This chapter
deals with the first attempts to “gather” and institutionalize the scattered references to
rescue from the late 1950s to the mid 1970s in both German societies. While in the
previous two chapters the rescue of Jews had no consistent and unified presence in
public discussions; in the public initiatives and publications that this chapter considers
we find conscious attempts to seek and commemorate rescue and rescuers (in general)
as a specific and distinct topic. The chapter examines discussions and publications on
German rescuers surrounding the Eichmann Trial, anthologies that (for the first time)
collected the stories of several individual rescuers under a common denominator,
official West German efforts to institutionalize the honoring of rescuers, and the
celebration of rescue in and around East German concentration camps memorials.
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Chapter Five examines the changes in the public approach to rescuers of Jews
as a result of the growing public attention to the Holocaust in both German states in
the 1970s and 1980s and in unified Germany up to 2008. It tracks the emergence of
rescue narratives due to the democratization of the historical perspective since the
1970s that led to a renewed interest in survival stories and to investigations on the
responses of “ordinary Germans” to the persecution of the Jews. The chapter then
turns the attention to the political discussions on the Holocaust during the 1980s. It
shows how the enhanced consideration of the Holocaust caused opposite responses in
the political elite of each German state, leading to unprecedented attention to rescue in
East Germany but to a cautious reluctance of the West German government to speak
of “good Germans.” We shall also analyze the different contributions of two American
productions, i.e. the mini-series Holocaust (1978) and the feature film Schindler’s List
(1993), to the public awareness of rescue, and end with the 2008 inauguration of the
national memorial commemorating German rescuers.
The Conclusion will summarize the findings of the different chapters, place
them in relation to each other, and reevaluate the question of the relationship between
memory and forgetting that we raised earlier in this introduction.
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Chapter One:
“Compassion or Regret is Wholly Inappropriate”: The Rescue of Jews and Nazi
Morality until 1945
Did the Nazis openly speak about assistance to or solidarity with Jews?
Postwar accounts emphasize the illegal and dangerous nature of any attempt to assist
the persecuted, and thus the clandestine character of this activity. But did secrecy also
characterize the Nazis’ approach to this issue? This chapter asks in what way did the
Nazi regime address the issue of helping the persecuted Jews and how did it urge
Germans not to do so.65 The first three sections of this chapter will explore the main
ideological assumptions the Nazis followed, the central concepts they used, and the
environment within which they evolved. I will thus begin with a schematic portrayal
of Nazi antisemitism, its underlying principles and values that stood at the core of the
Nazi approach to Jews, and then examine Nazi legal and propagandistic attempts
aimed to counter a variety of relations with Jews by enforcing their separation from
German “Aryans.” The final sections of this chapter will focus on four central patterns
of social relationships between Jews and Aryans that the Nazis attacked and which,
after the war, became recurring images in Germans’ claims that they opposed Nazism
and assisted Jews. These four patterns are: buying from Jews, going to Jewish doctors,
romantic or sexual relations with Jews, and friendship with Jews. As we will see these
images, concepts, and arguments are themselves embedded in a dialogue with both
contemporaneous and pre-Nazi debates, practices, and depictions.
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There is no sharp division into “Germans” on the one hand and “Nazis” on the other, although such a
distinction was paramount for many postwar Germans. For the complex reality in the Third Reich, in
which some “Aryans” (Nazi party members or not) might have greeted some of the Nazi movement’s
messages and measures, but rejected others see Peter Fritzsche, Life and Death in the Third Reich
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008).
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Morality and Immorality
The question of Nazi antisemitism, as expressed in media representations, legal
measures, and social interactions, is rooted in the broader concepts and guiding
principles on which the Nazi movement was based. In recent years, a growing number
of scholars subsume these principles under the notion of Nazi morality or ethics, and I
will follow their lead. While students of this phenomenon sometimes distinguish
between morality and ethics,66 I treat both as synonymous concepts and define them as
referring to the guiding principles on how people should live their lives and how they
should treat others.67 In the view of recent scholarship, the Nazis adhered to a set of
ethical maxims, and in following these maxims they considered the measures against
the Jews, including genocide, to be moral.68 Yet some scholars rightly point out that in
other occasions Nazis also propagated the need to “suspend morality” in order to
prepare Germans for the ruthless war against the Jews,69 thus implying that some
aspects of this “war” were perceived as immoral (in general), yet necessary and
laudable under specific circumstances. What might appear as a contradiction was, in
fact, based on the assumption that people belong to two basic moral communities: a
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A. C. Grayling puts it the following way: “Ethics is about ethos, about what sort of person one is, or
what sort of organization one belongs to. Morals is about right or good action and intention. Obviously,
the latter flows from, or partly determines, or both, the former, and is inseparable from it.” A. C.
Grayling, Thinking of Answers: Questions in the Philosophy of Everyday Life (New York: Walker,
2010), 15.
67
The terms “moral,” “morality,” and “ethics” may mean quite distinct things and refer to many facets
of one’s life, such as relations within the family or at work, sexuality, religion, etc. Although these
different aspects inform each other, my interest here lies in the most relevant references to Jews.
Furthermore, it is important to note that what I am presenting here are basic guiding principles and I am
not claiming that all members of the Nazi Party necessarily followed and accepted each and every
principle wholeheartedly.
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E.g. Claudia Koonz, The Nazi Conscience (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003); Harald
Welzer, Täter: Wie aus ganz normalen Menschen Massenmörder werden (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer,
2005), 48-67; Werner Konitzer and Raphael Gross, eds, Moralität des Bösen: Ethik und
nationalsozialistische Verbrechen (Fritz Bauer Instituts Jahrbuch) (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2009).
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“In order mentally to prepare the German people for the brutality, which Hitler would demand of
them, he therefore developed in Mein Kampf the doctrine of the suspension of morality. Moral rules
were all right for times of peace that did not demand too much, but extreme situations warranted the
suspension of moral rules.” Harald Ofstad, Our Contempt for Weakness: Nazi Norms and Values – and
Our Own (Gothenburg: Almquist & Wiksell International, 1989), 118. See also Eberhard Jäckel, Hitlers
Weltanschauung (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1983), 70-71.
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universal one and a particular (national) one.70 National Socialists emphasized the
primacy of the Volksgemeinschaft, the racial national community, over a universal
morality that draws from Christian and humanistic ideals, yet without completely
rejecting the latter. Accordingly, if the nation was in danger it was perceived as the
moral duty of the Volksgenosse (member of the Volksgemeinschaft) to come to its
defense, even if it meant committing acts that in other contexts would have appeared
as immoral.
Nazi morality was an extreme case of a “particular morality,” whose values
were meant to be applicable only for the specific group. The particular character of
this moral orientation was tied to the nature of the group that allegedly shared it.71
Hitler saw morality as determined by one’s history and race and presented (in line
with many antisemitic writers in Europe since the late nineteenth-century) a hierarchy
of races according to their “purity of blood,” their qualities, and their contribution to
humanity.72 In this hierarchy, Jews were seen as inherently corrupt (egotistic, lazy,
greedy, and ugly) while Germans (i.e., Aryans) as inherently virtuous (altruistic,
diligent, loyal, and physically perfect).73 Following a social Darwinist scheme, the
Nazis proclaimed the existence of a constant struggle of survival between unequal
races and peoples, of which the Aryan is the most creative race, and the Jews are not a
religious community but rather a destructive and parasitic race. Therefore, in their
antisemitism, the Nazis did not advocate immorality, instead they redefined evil and
70

The parallel existence of different moral understandings in Nazi texts is discussed in Heinz Dieter
Kittsteiner as the difference between a moral and a trans-moral conscience. See Heinz Dieter
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projected it onto the image of “the Jew,” whom they portrayed as responsible for all
that their worldview deemed wrong and destructive to Germany and the German
national consciousness – that is, democracy, capitalism, pacifism, communism, and
modernism.74
In the Nazi ethic, the stereotype of “the Jew” provided a total negative (i.e.,
immoral) point of reference by which convinced antisemites could judge themselves.
As such, Nazi writings did not only focus on “the Jew” as an object of a certain moral
indignation, but also saw “him” as the subject that structures the entire value system
and the world image that Germans must acknowledge. As various Nazi texts
(including Hitler’s Mein Kampf) argue, in order to understand the “inherent laws” of
political and social life in general, Germans must accept the racial division of the
world and realize the menacing activity of “the Jew” in it.75 Jews thus occupy a key
position in the Nazi ethic, since exposing their alleged influence on all aspects of life
within and outside Germany provides a total explanation of reality, and they function
as the place “from which world history appears to be penetrable and controllable, as
well as the center of the setting of all values.”76
The racial division of the world, the moral primacy of the Volksgemeinschaft,
and the absolute negative position given to Jews within this scheme emerged as a
direct response to the humanistic view identified with the Enlightenment movement.
Since the eighteenth century, public figures affiliated with this movement advanced
the idea of the equality of all humans and many of them supported the inclusion of
Jews into the Christian society and granting them a legal emancipation. While
Enlightenment thinkers (both Christians and Jews) often held various negative
74
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prejudices about Jews, they assumed that the Jews can be “improved” and successfully
assimilate into the “general society.”77 In expressing these views, novelists,
playwrights, philosophers, and political figures often pointed to the existence of a
small number of “noble Jews” that embodied the potential inherent in the Jews as a
whole.78 While positive depictions of such “exceptional Jews” were still apparent even
in some antisemitic publications at the turn of the century,79 they became irrelevant in
Nazi texts that formulated the Jews’ morality and behavior in collective and
unchangeable racial terms, and accepted no exceptions.
Nazi thinkers claimed that “not every being with a human face is human”80 and
thus opposed the Enlightenment’s message on the equality of all humans.81 Yet the
Nazi claim was not only a dialogical response aimed at century-old writings on the
emancipation of the Jews, but also a question of current political affairs. The public
debate on the “Jewish question” did not end after the granting of legal emancipation to
the Jews with the unification of Germany in 1871, but rather intensified and became a
central tool of political identification since the 1870s, when right-wing parties adopted
antisemitism as a cultural code that all of them could identify with.82 While the liberal
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parties and the Social Democrats were rather reluctant at first to openly support the
Jews (fearing they would be branded as “Jewish parties”), by the early twentieth
century they increasingly engaged in a struggle against antisemitism.83 These parties
also cooperated with organizations, such as the Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger
jüdischen Glaubens (short: CV, 1893-1938) and the Verein zur Abwehr des
Antisemitismus (short: Abwehrverein, 1890-1933), in which Jews and non-Jews joined
to hinder the rise of public antisemitism in a series of publications, assemblies, and
judicial steps meant to “enlighten” the population and overcome antisemitic
stereotypes.84
What we can see, therefore, is that from the 1890s onwards and especially
during the years of the Weimar Republic, the media in Germany was filled with calls
for and against the Jews in various attempts to draw the German public to a certain
political party and (explicitly or not) also to identify with a certain moral model: either
a universal-humanistic one or a particular morality based on the Volk. This rhetorical
exchange of blows (that often expressed itself in physical violence)85 left its mark on
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contemporary books, articles, and leaflets that are often constructed as a direct
response to their opponents’ arguments. For example, in an article Joseph Goebbels
published on July 1928 in Der Angriff, the Nazi newspaper based in Berlin, the future
Minister of Propaganda quotes humanistic and Christian arguments in order to refute
them and present the Nazi moral stance:
[One hears people saying:] “The Jew is, after all, a human being (Mensch).”
Indeed, and none of us has ever doubted that. We only doubt that he is a decent
human being. He does not belong to us. He lives according to different internal
and external laws than us. His being human is not a sufficient reason for us to
let him suppress and bully us in the most inhuman manner. He is a human
being – but of what kind? When someone hits your mother with a whip across
the face, do you say then: “Thanks a lot, he is still a human being?” This is no
human being; this is a non-human (Unmensch). How many awful things did the
Jew do to our mother Germany and still continues to do today!86
In this paragraph, Goebbels claims that the inhumanity of the Jews follows from their
immoral behavior, and since they treat Germans in an immoral manner they cannot
expect to be treated according to a humanistic-universal moral standard. Goebbels
then turns to counter a Christian moral perspective and advocates the particular
morality of the Volksgemeinschaft:
[One hears people saying:] “Antisemitism is un-Christian.” Acting as a
Christian thus means observing the Jew as he continues to operate and rule,
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cutting our skin into straps, and then also to accept the mockery. Being a
Christian means: love thy neighbor [Nächster: literally – the one close to you]
as you do yourself? My neighbor is the one who is of the same blood and
nation as me [mein Volks- und Blutgenosse]. If I love him, I must hate his
enemies. […] We oppose the Jews, because we avow ourselves to the German
people. The Jew is our greatest misfortune.87
These excerpts from Goebbels’s article present the Nazi perception of morality and
immorality as dependent both on what people do and on what they are. Thus, while at
first Goebbels grounds the Jews’ immorality (and inhumanity) in their actions, he later
connects it directly to their race. Using the same basic logic, Nazi propagandists
depicted their model of particular morality as something transmitted in Germans’
blood, but also as something that Germans need to acknowledge and actively practice.
Making a considerable use of religious imagery (that emphasizes both internal faith
and external practice), Nazis demanded from Germans to convert to this ethical model,
presenting it as a belief system that would provide a comprehensive understanding of
the world, and affect social and political redemption.88 Since this particular morality
did not sharply distinguish between the values of the moral group and the actions of its
members, it did not satisfy itself with individuals’ internal moral orientation. Nazi
propagandists thus demanded that this morality would be expressed in actions.89
The Nazi emphasis on action as demonstrating one’s morality and as an
indication for one’s belonging to the group (the German Volksgemeinschaft)
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constitutes the main area in which references to solidarity with and assistance to Jews
found their expression in Nazi propaganda. We will now explore how the Nazis made
it clear to the German public that helping Jews or having any relations with them
should be avoided and despised. The banning of such relations aimed to affect the
creation of a moral group in the Nazi sense by separating Germans from all “foreign”
and “harmful” elements.

Separation
The Nazi regime’s attempts at separating those it defined as (Aryan) Germans
from Jews reproduced centuries-old perceptions and efforts that aimed at a similar
separation. The Late Middle Ages and the Early Modern period in the German
countries were characterized by recurring repressions of Jews by Christians, including
expulsions of the former from some territories and several cases of violent outbursts
against them. These repressions followed various accusations (such as blood libel) put
mostly within a religious framework, and many of them were motivated by a wish to
drive the Jews, “the immoral murderers of Christ,” out of Christian Europe. In those
German towns and regions in which Jews were allowed to live, they were pushed to
“Jewish quarters” and numerous regulations enforced their physical separation from
the Christian population and marked them as different. Yet in spite of these
segregative regulations, there still existed everyday connections between Jews and
Christians who met in inns, on the road, and in the market place, and even cooperated
in trade. Thus we find numerous public calls, especially by members of the Churches,
which attempted to enforce a tighter separation between the communities and
condemned any acts of association with Jews.90
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As Raul Hilberg pointed out already in the early 1960s, the Nazi antisemitic
legislation adopted many European anti-Jewish regulations from the Middle Ages and
the Early Modern period, in an attempt to annul the Emancipation of the Jews and
create a society based on an ideal notion of separation.91 This does not mean that all
Europeans or Germans were infused with a collective hatred toward Jews, but that
there was a certain familiarity with and partial continuity of anti-Jewish regulations.
The forms of condemning the association with Jews evolved from their reenactments
through cultural performances (such as passion plays) that preserved, for instance, the
patterns and logics of exclusionary violence against Jews even in the years that this
violence was in itself rare.92 Also, everyday practices maintained a hierarchical and
thus dividing attitude toward Jews, as in cases of public mockery and humiliation
(often performed by children), which had Early Modern roots and continued into and
beyond the nineteenth century.93 The forms of separation were also perpetuated in
street names (e.g., Judengasse) that reminded of former segregations, as well as other
architectural and cultural expressions on the local level.94 Perhaps the most important
contributors to this reenactment were antisemitic writings from the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries that made countless references to older anti-Jewish writings,

1780,” in Marion A. Kaplan, ed., Jewish Daily Life in Germany, 1618-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 70-92. Since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the calls against association with
Jews also responded to those Christian voices that expressed pro-Jewish sentiments. The latter included
the early writings of Luther on the Jews and the growing interest in the Jews and in religious tolerance
following the Thirty Years’ War. See J. Friedrich Battenberg, Die Juden in Deutschland vom 16. bis
zum Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts (München: Oldenbourg, 2001), 36-39 and passim.
91
Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1961), 1-17.
92
Helmut Walser Smith, “Anti-Semitic Violence as Reenactment: An Essay in Cultural History,”
Rethinking History 11: 3 (2007): 335-351; Helmut Walser Smith, “From Play to Act: Anti-Jewish
Violence in German and European History during the Long Nineteenth-Century, in The Continuities of
German History: Nation, Religion, and Race Across the Long Nineteenth-Century (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 115-166.
93
Stefan Rohrbacher, Gewalt im Biedermeier: Antijüdische Ausschreitungen in Vormärz (Frankfurt am
Main: Campus Verlag, 1993), 60-61 and passim.
94
See, for example, the use of the Judengasse in the town Rothenburg on the river Tauber as a
reference point for the history and future of the local Jews before and during the Nazi period: Joshua
Hagen, Preservation, Tourism, and Nationalism: The Jewel of the German Past (Adlershot: Ashgate,
2006), 281-287.

34
quoted them as historical authorities, and adjusted them to the racial framework and
the modern German context.95
Nazi and other modern antisemitic texts stated that separating Jews from
Germans became an especially acute need since the legal emancipation of the Jews,
which enabled them to leave their “Jewish quarters” and abandon the external
characteristics that set them apart from the rest of the population. As in the case of
their Medieval and Early Modern anti-Jewish predecessors, the Nazi attempts at
separation took place on two often-complementary means, i.e. through rhetorical
appeals in various media and in a variety of social and legal practices. We have seen
an example of such rhetorical means in Goebbels’s article above, in which he urges
Germans not to treat Jews as humans. In general, all antisemitic images and arguments
in the Nazi propaganda were supposed to contribute to separating Germans from Jews
by making the former feel disgust at the sight of Jews, portraying them as repulsive
both externally (filthy, stinking, ugly, sick) and internally (corrupt, cruel, exploitive,
indecent).
In addition to depicting Jews as intrinsically different and repulsive (often
stressing their alleged inhuman nature by comparing them to animals, vermin or
parasites),96 we can identify three additional recurring arguments in Nazi texts (before
and after their rise to power) that justified the need for the separation of Germans from
Jews. We have already mentioned the antisemitic argument that expelling the Jews
from within the Volk is a defensive measure, since they allegedly harm and exploit the
95
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Germans. The defensive justification of antisemitism was an essential part of Nazi
propaganda especially during the war years and the Holocaust.97 This argument was
often complemented by presenting the actions against the Jews as a payback that
equals what they did to the Germans, for example, by quoting the biblical phrase “eye
for an eye, tooth for a tooth,” and thereby using a “Jewish logic” against the Jews.98
Finally, many Nazi texts explain the segregation of the Jews throughout history as
something that the Jews themselves desire. By looking at the Old Testament and other
texts from the Jewish tradition and history, Nazi authors point to the Jews’ own
tendency to separate themselves from the Gentiles in a way that contradicts the recent
Jewish claims on the wish to be acknowledged as German.99 In view of this tendency,
argued Gottfried Feder, a founding member of the Nazi Party, it should come as no
surprise that the Party’s program accepts no Jew as a Volksgenosse.100 Nazi texts thus
justified the need for the separation of Germans from Jews as something that the latter
brought upon themselves or even wished for.
The Nazis put these four argumentative features into use not only in
propaganda, but also in the regime’s practices and in measures against the Jews. In
general, whenever it was assumed that the regime’s actions might lead to
disagreement amongst the German population, Nazi leaders ordered the launching of
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concentrated propaganda campaigns to prepare for these actions and justify them. For
example, in preparation of the first public anti-Jewish action, the boycott of Jewish
businesses on April 1, 1933 the Völkischer Beobachter, the official Nazi newspaper,
accused “world Jewry” of initiating an anti-German agitation and boycott, thus
identifying the German Jews with the actions of Jewish organizations abroad and
declaring a German boycott as retaliation.101 Furthermore, the regime also claimed
that this boycott was a defensive act, as we can see in the extensive use of the word
Abwehr (defense) in the reports of the Nazi nespaper before and after the boycott, as
well as on many of the signs SA-men held at the entrance of Jewish businesses.102
Yet the Nazi propaganda did not only justify the removal of the Jews from the
German Volksgemeinschaft and portrayed it as the moral thing to do; it also (just like
its Early Modern precursors) publicly condemned those Germans who cooperated with
Jews or acted in their favor. It is in these condemnations of Germans’ behavior that the
Nazis addressed the issue of solidarity with and assisting Jews. Before Hitler’s rise to
power in 1933, Nazi speakers targeted political figures, especially from Liberal and
Social Democratic parties, whom they denounced as puppets in the hands of the
Jews.103 After the Nazi “coordination” (Gleichschaltung) of the German society, the
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Nazi propaganda machinery concentrated on “cleansing” all elements of a non-Nazi
ethic from the Volksgenossen by criticizing any manifestations of “false
humanitarianism”

(falsche

Humanität)

and

“sentimental

humanitarianism”

(Humanitätsduselei or Gefühlsduselei), that is, any “misguided” acts of sympathy and
assistance directed at non-Germans, and especially Jews.104
We find Nazi propaganda’s criticism of “false humanitarianism” emphasized
during, or in the aftermath of, the regime’s anti-Jewish measures, and as a response to
secret reports, whose aim was to document the population’s reactions to these
measures. For instance, these reports registered signs of the population’s disapproval
regarding the boycott of Jewish businesses, and the regime responded by distributing
propaganda material that condemned such behavior and aimed to “correct” it. Thus in
a brochure that circulated in the German city of Aachen, as a consequence of the
events of the boycott, we find the following statement:
The most important assignment is to enlighten the broadest cross-sections of
the population about the Jewish question. In many cases there are changes of
feeling amongst Germans who believe that the measures against the Jews are
unjustified. This is a completely false outlook. These Germans thus wholly
misconceive the weight of the crime, which the Jews commit against
Germany.105
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Compassion
One of the main concepts Nazi texts employed in criticizing “misconception”
regarding the necessity of the measures against the Jews is Mitleid (compassion or
pity). Compassion, or “false compassion” (falsches Mitleid) in these texts stood for
motives grounded in a wrong, i.e. universal morality, and not in the needs of the Volk.
This use of the concept is embedded in medical and moral discussions from the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century on the creation of a healthy and racially pure
community by eliminating the “unhealthy” and “alien” elements within it.106 Such
elements were seen as parasites on the racial “body” (i.e. the community) and medical
terms assisted in rejecting any sympathy toward them. Or, in one of the extreme
formulations of this principle: “In such [racial] conflicts and procedures [of fighting
these parasites], no humanitarian principles whatsoever can be consulted, which would
also not be consulted in the disinfection of a body or a contaminated space.”107 But in
implementing this logic, which in the Nazi state also led to the “euthanasia” program,
Nazi propagandists did not only emphasize ethical laws. Aware of the power of
emotions in inciting people to act, they depicted compassion (associated with classic
Christian morality and the notion of Nächstenliebe, i.e. the Christian love for the
fellow human) toward the “weak” as misplaced in instances in which one should adopt
a cold rationality that better serves the community’s “greater good.”108
The following quote exemplifies the Nazi propaganda’s emphasis on
“enlightening” the German people on the “true nature” of the Jews and on the need for
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eradicating sentimental humanitarianism and compassion toward them. The quote
appeared in the monthly bulletin of the Nazi Central Propaganda Office from August
1935, whose role was to provide orientation for propagandists. The article’s
anonymous author wrote that in order to better educate the people on the “Jewish
element in Germany,”
It is necessary […] to rid the lack of thought in the behavior of countless
Volksgenossen, as well as to clear out the inappropriate humanitarianism and
Gefühlsduselei. Likewise, it is also self-evident that [we need] to eliminate the
compassion […] that still haunts so many less well-off brains. This will
succeed when we disclose to the people, over and over again, the true face and
the true thought of this race [the Jews], by using ruthless openness...109
The word Mitleid (or mit-leiden, literally to suffer with) implies personal participation
and acknowledgment of the suffering of others, and when applied in relation to Jews it
could emphasize human intimacy rather than racial separation. Nazi texts thus
employed the concept as a negative example in criticizing close relations and
solidarity with the persecuted Jews. One recurring Nazi argument that used Mitleid
presented it as a trick Jews exploit in order to appear as victims in the eyes of
Germans, while they carry out their efforts to destroy Germany.110
In the years 1933 to 1938, the Nazi propaganda’s condemnation of “false
compassion” focused on presenting “the Jew” as a criminal, who deserves to be
punished for his actions and be removed from the Volksgemeinschaft. During those
years, the “removal” of Jews from the German society took place gradually using a
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variety of regulations in a number of spheres. On the local level, Nazi activists
attempted to create social distance between Jewish and Aryan neighbors and
stigmatize those who expressed compassion with the persecuted, sometimes even
depicting them as traitors.111 On the national level, the Nazi state defined the legal
status of Jews, where they can work, study, etc., thus segregating them and curtailing
their options for making a living. The regime took pride of the “lawful” and organized
manner of these regulations and openly published them in the media.112 The
publicized character of the persecution changed, however, with the events of
Kristallnacht that started on November 9, 1938, and included violent assaults on
Jewish businesses, the burning of synagogues, and the killing of at least 100 Jews
throughout Germany. Although violent attacks against Jews were not a rare
phenomenon in Nazi Germany even before this date,113 the extent and severity of
Kristallnacht, and especially the reports on the population’s reactions to it, created a
new approach in the propaganda’s depiction of the anti-Jewish measures.114 And this
altered approach, in turn, also influenced the use of Mitleid.
On November 10, Goebbels instructed the media not to release more than a
few unspecific details about the events of the pogrom, and in his public statement he
depicted them as local and spontaneous acts of retribution, a “justified and
understandable outrage of the German people” to the murder of the German diplomat
Ernst vom Rat by Herschel Grynszpan, a Polish Jew. The press provided only vague
information about the violence, but the orderly and legal measures the regime acted

111

Wildt, Volksgemeinschaft als Selbstermächtigung, 136-137, 243.
Saul Friedländer, Nazi Germany and the Jews: The Years of Persecution, 1933-1939 (New York:
HarperCollins, 1997); Robert Gellately, Backing Hitler: Consent and Coercion in Nazi Germany
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 121-126; Peter Longerich, „Davon haben wir nichts
gewusst!“: Die Deutschen und die Judenverfolgung 1933-1945 (München: Siedler, 2006), 55-121.
113
Wildt, Volksgemeinschaft als Selbstermächtigung.
114
On the change in the propaganda’s depiction of the persecution of the Jews after the Kristallnacht
see David Bankier, The Germans and the Final Solution: Public Opinion under Nazism (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1992), 67-88; Gellately, Backing Hitler, 126-132; Longerich, „Davon haben wir nichts
gewusst!“, 123-129.
112

41
out against the Jews after the pogrom received extensive coverage. In this way, the
pogrom was to appear as justified, while the regime publicly distanced itself from any
direct involvement in it and adopted the facade of law and order.115 After secret
reports showed that in many cases Germans expressed feelings of shame and
compassion toward the victims and rejected the use of violence (although only in rare
cases they detected open acts of assistance to Jews), the Propaganda Ministry initiated
a campaign to “remind” Germans of the necessity of fighting the Jews.116 As part of
this campaign, Robert Ley, the head of the “German Labor Front” (DAF), delivered a
speech in which he spoke of how Hitler freed the workers from their enslavement by
the Jews, and added, without explicitly mentioning Kristallnacht (which was not to be
acknowledged as an action of the state):
No one lives from compassion. And it is necessary, especially now, to make it
clear for our German people that the Jew is not a human being of a regular
kind, but a freeloader and parasite in human form. […] In order for Germany to
achieve eternity, it must have the necessary strength and must ban compassion
from its rows.117
Most significant about this quote is that Ley condemned acts of compassion toward
Jews without saying what evoked them. He criticized assistance to and solidarity with
Jews without actually mentioning these actions and while only hinting at the pogrom.
Ley was not exceptional in this regard. Recent studies, following the lead of the late
David Bankier, show that in spite of the centrality of the “Jewish question” in the Nazi
ethic, there are only unspecific references to the measures against the Jews in the Nazi
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propaganda after Kristallnacht. It seems that as a result of the rather unfavorable
reactions of many Germans to the violence against the Jews, the heads of the regime
assumed that the population in general is not antisemitic enough, and thus preferred
not to publish the exact scale of the destruction in the pogrom.118 This created a
pattern of an “open secret,” in which the media in the Third Reich justified the actions
against the Jews, and hinted at them, but betrayed no clear details on what was
actually taking place. Following this pattern, since 1939 Hitler and the major Nazi
leaders gave speeches addressing the extermination (Vernichtung or Ausrottung) of the
Jews without saying what this meant, while at the same time signaling to the German
public to conclude for themselves from statements speaking of a “war of existence”
against the Jews and “eye for an eye,” what was taking place.119 In the words of
Bankier:
The Nazis used in their political discourse a technique of imposed guesswork:
by not giving details on what was really happening to the Jews they wished to
prevent public discussion, and by employing a language with implicit
presuppositions they wanted the public to speculate on what was actually going
on with the Jews and thus to become responsible for what they understood the
term “Final Solution of the Jewish Question” meant.120
I argue that this view on Nazi propaganda’s portrayal of the “Final Solution” as an
open secret also allows us to understand Ley’s reference to compassion in the quote
above. Ley made sure not to give any clear details about the pogrom, but at the same
time wanted to condemn and “enlighten” those Germans who felt compassion toward
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the Jewish victims. Therefore, using the same technique that Bankier called “imposed
guesswork,” Ley spoke in general about the need to suppress “false compassion,”
while only hinting at Kristallnacht by emphasizing the necessity of his message
“especially now,” i.e. a week after the pogrom. In this sense, Ley and other Nazi
speakers could condemn sympathy with Jews without mentioning the persecution of
the Jews and without creating the impression that large parts of the population
disagreed with it, something that Goebbels instructed the press not to do.121
We find the same technique (although sometimes using different concepts) in
speeches and publications that responded to the population’s reactions to the later
measures against the Jews. Yet it must be stressed that the greater part of the regime’s
antisemitic propaganda during WWII did not focus on condemning Germans’
sympathy toward Jews (probably in order not to damage the appearance of Germany
as a unified nation at war). In internal discussions of the Propaganda Ministry, for
example in preparation of the Jewish Star decree on September 1, 1941,122 and also in
the secret reports on the beginning of deportations of Jews to “the East” in 19411943,123 there are numerous critical references to expressions of “false compassion”
within the German population. But while harsh criticism of such expression is
apparent in these internal Nazi conversations, the propaganda focused more on the
enemy, portraying “the Jew” as the ruthless instigator of the war, who must be
destroyed before he brings to Germany’s annihilation, as well as on the need for
separation.124 Still, there are various references within public speeches and newspaper
articles that criticized “false compassion” with Jews in the war years. The two main
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figures that repeatedly addressed the topic were Goebbels and Ley, who sometimes
spoke of it in a language that did not need much speculation in order to be understood.
Let us examine some examples.
On 16 November 1941, shortly after the beginning of the deportations of Jews
from Berlin, Goebbels published an article with the title “The Jews are Guilty” in the
newspaper Das Reich.125 The article opens with a more or less accurate quote from
Hitler’s “prophecy” in a speech from January 30, 1939, in which he declared: “If
international Jewry should succeed once more in plunging the peoples into a world
war, then the consequence will not be the Bolshevization of the world and therewith a
victory of Jewry, but the extermination (Vernichtung) of the Jewish race in Europe.”
After this initial intimation at the “Final Solution” Goebbels continued: “We are
experiencing now the implementation of this prophecy, and with it Jewry is
experiencing a fate that is indeed grim (hart), but deserving. Compassion or even
regret is wholly inappropriate.”126 The language of this article illustrates Goebbels’s
growing dissatisfaction with the German population, presenting the “German Michel”
(an allegorical personification of the common German) as naïve and “good-natured”
“who is always willing to forget the injustice done to him at the sight of a sentimental
tear.” The Germans’ problem, Goebbels claimed, is that “we hold all humans for
good-natured as we are.” But “our national virtue is our national mistake,” since this
virtue causes harm to Germany. Therefore, Goebbels concluded, the Germans must
learn not to be “all too righteous” (nicht allzu gerecht zu sein) and act with cold
calculation against the enemies of the nation.127
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Goebbels’s call to Germans not to be “all too righteous” clearly hints at the
“erroneousness” of assisting Jews or expressing solidarity with them. This call
appeared in a number of his articles during the war. In 1942 it gained a wide public
coverage upon becoming the motto of the propaganda poster Word of the Week and
also the headline of a brochure that reprinted another speech by Goebbels.128
Also Ley’s wartime speeches present his dissatisfaction with those who are
still “gripped with compassion” and who speak of the “poor Jews” while forgetting
that the Jews are the cause of all wars, rebellions, and exploitations. An example for
that appears in a speech he held on May 1942.129 While here too we find no specific
details on the actual persecution of the Jews in a time in which the mass murder of
Jews was already underway, in a speech at the occupied Polish city of Lodz during the
last months of 1939, Ley directly mentioned attempts to help Jews, yet without saying
from what:
I hear that sometimes petitions are sent to the Party’s posts, in which ethnic
Germans [i.e. Aryan Germans living in Poland] speak in favor of a Jew or a
Pole. He is supposedly […] a decent human being (anständiger Mensch). But
what does decent mean here? He may appear as such […] but that’s not what
this is about. It is about whether Germany wants to live or perish. That is the
question. Nothing else.130
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Ley condemned any references to “decent Jews” because such references
distinguished between Jews and Poles as abstract collective categories and the
concrete individual Jews who were Germans’ neighbors and acquaintances. The
concept itself goes back (at least) to the public debates between antisemites and
philosemites since the late nineteenth century (to which we shall return below).131 The
Nazi propaganda often quoted the concept (in the same way that Ley does in the
excerpt above) as an expression of a false outlook that points to a misunderstanding of
the nature of the Jews, and it can be found in Nazi guidelines for racial education, in
public speeches and articles, as well as in the secret speech that Heinrich Himmler
held in Posen on October 4, 1943, in front of SS-officers. In this infamous speech,
Himmler states that although many Germans agree with the need for a solution to the
so-called Jewish problem, they have difficulties in applying it to those individual Jews
they personally know: “And then along they all come, all the 80 million upright
Germans, and each of them has his decent Jew.”132
Once again we see here the reason for the Nazi emphasis on separation and on
the elimination of Germans’ personal connections with Jews as a first and necessary
stage on the way to create an Aryan Germany with its particular morality, and enable
the “solution” of the “Jewish problem.” As we have seen so far, the points of
separation and the possible threats on it (based, for example, on emotional
involvement as in the case of compassion) from the view of the Nazi ethic, are also the
points in which the Nazi propaganda addresses the issue of assisting Jews.
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In the remaining pages of this chapter we will address four central patterns of
social relationships between Jews and Aryans, which the Nazi separation policies
aimed to abolish and which became (before and since 1945) important symbols and
points of reference in discussing assistance to Jews. The four patterns, which designate
different levels of acquaintance and intimacy with “the enemy,” are: buying from
Jews, going to Jewish doctors, having sexual or romantic relations with Jews, and
friendship with Jews.

“Don’t Buy from Jews!”
In 1933, the year in which Adolf Hitler was appointed chancellor of Germany,
Gottfried Feder published a small book called Die Juden (The Jews), in which he
explained the centrality of the “Jewish question” in the program of the Nazi Party:
The National Socialist as such is an antisemite. Yet he is so in a much more
comprehensive and deep sense than the antisemite of the common kind, who in so
many cases rails against the Jew, but buys from the Jew, and not only suspenders,
shoelaces, and handkerchiefs, but also music, literature, and philosophy.133
This short quote illustrates how representatives of Nazi antisemitism saw themselves
as bringing about a new way of fighting against Jews, which extended to all aspects of
life. Nazi morality defined all acts as political and Feder’s strong condemnation of the
purchase of music, literature, and philosophy from Jews draws on the alleged danger
of the “Judaization” of the German spirit, which might make “pure” Germans Jewish
in their behavior and thought.134 But, in fact, the Nazis considered even the purchase
of shoelaces or any kind of economic interaction with Jews (even the purchase of ice
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cream)135 as a threat to the moral separation they desired.
The Nazi call for an economic separation from Jews is not a new phenomenon.
Centuries-old anti-Jewish rhetoric saw the power and potential danger of the Jews in
their economic activity, and associated them with corruption, exploitation, and “easy
money” rather than with “decent” and hard labor. Medieval Christian polemics
accused the Jews of brutal usury that “enslaved” naïve Christians and was adapted
during the nineteenth century into seeing Jews as the pioneers of capitalism and
exploiters of the working masses. Since at least the Early Modern period, the
perception of Jews as posing an economic threat did not refer to the “money
businesses” (usury and banks) alone, in which Jews were depicted as having a
monopoly of some sort. Contemporaries also attacked their fellow Christians for
preferring to do their businesses with Jews, in spite of the fact that Christians traded in
the same field.136 The possible perils of Jewish competition are articulated even in
relatively moderate critiques of the Jews as expressed, for example, by the Frankfurter
Hebraist Johann Jacob Schudt in his 1714 book on “Jewish Curiosities:” “Whenever
someone has something to sell or trade, he calls a Jew. Since one could also deal or
trade with a Christian, it is we Christians who strengthen the Jews and ruin
ourselves.”137
The emancipatory process in the nineteenth century, which promised to annul the
restrictions on the work of Jews, caused a growing fear of a Jewish control over all
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commercial activities, and this fear was among the instigators of the violent outbursts
against Jews in this period.138 The economic focus (often combined with a cultural
critique on the “Judaization” of a certain social domain) is apparent also in the
language and especially in the negative designations of Jews, which often referred to
their line of work or to one of its products (Zeitungsjude, Theaterjude, Geldjude,
Börsenjude, Trödeljude, etc.).139 Since the 1870s, and especially following the world
economic crisis of 1873, public calls to boycott Jewish businesses markedly increased
along with the antisemitic resurgence at the time. “Antisemites attempted to boycott
Jewish businesses, to establish ‘Jew-free’ cattle-markets, and to set up the more
popular antisemitic loan associations. However, most Jews preserved their clientele”
and anti-Jewish commercial prejudices seem not to have had such a massive impact.140
One of the reasons for the relative failure of these boycotts seems to be grounded in
the public actions of the CV, Abwehrverein and other organizations that attempted to
counter the antisemitic arguments also regarding the economic sphere. Thus, for
example, at the end of the nineteenth century these organizations carried out counterboycotts of businesses that were known not to hire Jewish employees, and continued
in similar activities, such as public demonstrations, legal actions, and the circulation of
brochures, up until the rise of the Nazis to power.141
The Nazi boycotts of Jewish businesses took place starting in the early
1920s, and were usually local campaigns in which other right-wing organizations and
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media also participated.142 In a recent study, Hannah Ahlheim shows that when the
Nazis and similar völkisch groups organized boycotts, they did so in order to generate
media attention around “an event” whose goal was to intensify the social and
economic segregation of the Jews and make them visible.143 In addition to the
intention to destroy the material basis of German Jews and impel them to leave, the
Nazis also sought to identify the “national community” by marking the Jews within
the topography of each town and thus affect their exclusion.144 But, more important
for our purposes here, the boycotts also had the function of testing the conduct and
attitudes of non-Jewish Germans:
When calling for a boycott of Jewish businesses, the National Socialists
delegated action to every German citizen, with explicit instructions on how to
behave and how they should organize their everyday life in a “German”
manner.145
Therefore, the Nazis used the boycotts to “expose” the unyielding behavior of some
Aryans, and thus examined (before and since 1933) to what extent the moral “national
community” was actually achieved.
The April 1933 boycott of Jewish businesses had proven relatively
unsuccessful and the phenomenon of Aryan Germans buying at Jewish businesses
continued to occupy the Nazi regime throughout the 1930s. The main problem the
regime faced was how to make Germans, some of them high-ranking Nazi Party
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members,146 give preference to ideology over their “short-sighted” needs.147 In public
speeches, street signs, public shouting of slogans (Kauft nicht bei Juden! being the
most popular among them) and newspaper articles, Nazi activists denounced those
who continued to meet with Jews or visited their businesses, often portraying these
Germans as traitors who have no room in the racial Volksgemeinschaft.148
Unlike the media reports in Nazi Germany about violence against Jews
(especially since November 1938 and Kristallnacht) which, as we have seen, did not
explicitly mention that Aryan Germans gave help to Jews, we find quite direct public
condemnations of purchasing from Jews or visiting Jewish businesses, especially on
the local level. For example, throughout the 1930s there appeared several articles in
the Geraer Beobachter, the Nazi Party’s newspaper in the city of Gera, which
considered a positive approach toward Jews and especially buying in businesses
known to be Jewish as demonstrating one’s non-Nazi attitude.149 At least two such
articles from Gera warned Germans that the names of those buying in Jewish
businesses will be made public150 and starting in 1934 this indeed happened
throughout Germany when “guards posted in front of Jewish shops wrote down the
names of people entering those shops, and these names were published on billboards
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and in many local newspapers as a form of pillory.”151 In other occasions, Nazi
activists posted signs on the houses of those accused of buying from Jews in which
they allegedly admitted their “crime” – “I bought from a Jew.”152 On the national
level, the crudely antisemitic newspaper Der Stürmer regularly published in a section
called “small news” (Kleine Nachrichten) the names and addresses of “traitors” who
purchased in so-called Jewish businesses, and the newspaper’s public display cases
(Stürmerkasten) presented these lists across German towns and villages.153
It is important to note that the names of “immoral” Germans often reached the
Nazi authorities and media through denunciations from the local population, so that
we are not talking here about a measure that was forced on “the Germans” by “the
Nazis,” but rather on a complicated exchange between the regime and parts of the
population. In fact, in some cases we even find private initiatives for condemning
buying from Jews. In one such case, SA-man Erich Stackmann decided in August
1935, without informing his superiors, to stand in front of a Jewish store in Lüneburg
(northern Germany), where he took pictures of Aryan buyers and denounced them as
“servants of Jews” (Judenknechte). The police investigation of the case, reported that
Stackman said
that he finds it necessary to capture the pictures (im Bilde festzuhalten) of those
Volksgenossen who still today do business with Jews, and to publicly condemn
(öffentlich anzuprangen) them. In his view, the buyers deserve no other
treatment, since in buying from the Jew they have excluded themselves from
the Volksgemeinschaft.154
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Jewish Doctors
The Nazi boycott campaigns did not only target Jewish shopkeepers and big
businesses. The Nazi local action committees that enforced the economic and social
separation from the Jews directed their activities against other professions in which
Jews had an alleged negative spiritual influence (such as in the arts or the press) or
were perceived to be dominant (especially doctors and lawyers). The public
campaigns against Jewish doctors had been strongly emphasized and one could often
find the slogan calling to “avoid Jewish doctors” next to the one stating “don’t buy in
Jewish businesses.”155 The reasons for concentrating on Jewish doctors are multiple,
and include the bio-political orientation of the Nazis that focused on the “health of the
nation,” along with economic and moral considerations.
Here too, earlier campaigns against Jewish physicians had a marked influence on
the forms and contents of the Nazi attacks. The phenomenon of Christians, both from
the elites and the lower orders, who preferred to go to Jewish physicians can be traced
back to the Middle Ages, as can the writings that warn Christians against doing so.
The authors of these writings were often theologians but also Christian physicians,
who would not charge the low fees that the Jewish competition did. The arguments
these authors used combined economic, technical, moral, and religious factors. Thus,
while Christian doctors usually emphasized the unprofessional training of Jewish
“alleged doctors” and claimed that the economic repercussions for the patients and
their community could be disastrous, they also used explicitly moral and religious
arguments.156
In fact, the main arguments against the Jewish physicians did not refer to their
medical activity, but to their “essence” as Jews. The Jewish physicians were portrayed
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as having a “filthy” nature, were said to use black magic and have a pact with the
devil, to have an obsession with blood (hinting at Jewish ritual murder of Christians
and the cruel slaughter of animals), and be nothing more than butchers, who pretend to
be physicians in order to kill Christians.157 In these writings, the Christian physician is
considered to be morally superior to the Jew in the treatment of patients, an
“assessment” that often drew on other anti-Jewish stereotypes. For example, in a
pamphlet from 1819 (the year of the “Hep-Hep” pogroms) we find the following
statement on the “Judendoktor”:
A physician should not only have a thorough scientific knowledge, but also be a
refined man (veredelter Mann), a philanthropist (Menschenfreund) in the highest
sense of the word, and place the pursuit of money below the ambition to serve the
suffering humanity. This is something that is impossible for the Jew, and therefore
he could never properly fulfill the duties of a physician. Furthermore, one does not
only seek [medical] help from the physician. Rather, the latter should also be a
friend, who consoles and gives advice to the sufferers.158
Such arguments were supposed to deter Christians from going to Jewish physicians by
emphasizing the alleged moral corruption of the Jews, but also by claiming that the
patients cannot reach the same intimacy they could have with “German” physicians. In
the last third of the nineteenth century, antisemitic writings expressed their indignation
regarding the “infiltration” of Jews into the medical profession in Germany since the
latter’s legal emancipation and their “contamination” of its institutions, but they did
not only raise economic arguments against this phenomenon. They also attacked the
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tendency for medical specialization among Jewish physicians in Germany, expressed
their fears of Jewish gynecologists sexually exploiting innocent Aryan women, and of
Jewish medical experts intentionally spreading diseases and ruining the medical
science.159 The issue of medical intimacy thus combined broad moral and sexual fears
and antisemites portrayed it as threatening the entire fiber of German society. Theodor
Fritsch’s influential antisemitic text Handbuch der Judenfrage (originally published in
1907), summarizes the destructive influence of the Jews in the practical and scientific
medicine as “negation of all that is just, and healthy, and honest for us,” which would
lead to “the complete disintegration of the German family.”160
The antisemitic campaigns against Jewish doctors at the turn of the twentieth
century and during the Weimar Republic led to discrimination against Jews who
wanted to enter the state’s medical institutions. The campaigns encouraged Jewish
organizations to emphasize the Jews’ contribution to different aspects of the German
society, including medicine. These explicitly apologetic goals comprised of a series of
activities, publications, and lectures, including a lecture held in Berlin in 1926 in
which the speaker counted numerous celebrated Jewish physicians as well as their
scientific contributions, before he concluded on a pessimistic note. Beyond the
persecution and discrimination aimed against Jewish medical scientists, he said, “the
worst is that also Jewish practicing doctors are losing their Christian clients in a way
that was seen neither in the nineteenth century nor even in the Middle Ages.”161
The Nazi regime continued the same basic lines of argument regarding the
supposedly greedy and exploitative Jewish doctors, who aim to contaminate the
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“German body,” sexually abuse Aryan women, and destroy the “German family,” as
did the Nazis’ anti-Jewish predecessors. These arguments supported the decrees and
propaganda that condemned going to Jewish doctors, restricted the activity of Jewish
doctors that now could only treat Jewish patients, and in 1938 finally decertified all
Jewish physicians and closed the Jewish hospitals. The expulsion of Jewish medical
scientists from the academic institutions took place already on April 7, 1933, with the
introduction of the “Law for the Reconstitution of the German Civil Service” that had
an “Aryan paragraph” forbidding the inclusion of Jews into the civil service, to which
the universities belonged.162 As in other academic circles, only a minority of the
Aryan doctors protested the removal of their Jewish colleagues.163
Similarly to what we have seen in other antisemitic campaigns, it wasn’t only
the regime that socially ostracized Jewish doctors. In some occasions during the early
1930s, Aryan doctors took on private initiatives in order to “get rid of the
competition,” by taking over the clinic or patients of a Jewish doctor while he or she
was away, or smashing the windows and removing the sign of the Jewish doctor’s
clinic.164 In other cases, however, some Germans consciously chose to visit a Jewish
doctor or grocer on the days of boycott, and a man declared in a café a day after the
events of Kristallnacht that he and his family would continue to visit their Jewish
physician in spite of the regime’s policies. Those Aryans who did so had to face public
condemnation or even an investigation by the Gestapo.165 In these and similar cases,
the competition over the patients, the issue of solidarity with Jews, and the separation
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from them were made public, and although separation stood at the center of the Nazi
efforts, the exchanges about and around it also articulated the moral stance and
behavior that the Nazis abhorred.

Marriage, Sex, and Love
We have discussed Nazi attempts to prevent Jewish “contamination,” sexual
abuse, and intimacy between Jewish doctors and Aryan patients. These “dangers”
received even greater attention when referring to so-called mixed marriages between
Jews and Aryans. The act of wedding presented for antisemites a multiple threat to the
separation they wished to establish. First, the personal elements of trust and emotional
involvement between the two partners clearly contradicted the depiction of Jews as
corrupt and inhuman. Second, marriage acted as a social contract that brought the
families and “races” together instead of pulling them apart, and third, it led to sexual
relations and the “defilement” of the blood and to the destruction of the race.
Mixed marriages are, in fact, a rather new phenomenon in the German
countries. Early in the nineteenth century there existed a few voices that connected the
desired emancipation of the Jews to a legalization of Christian-Jewish marriages. The
motivations of those who supported these marriages were diverse and often utilitarian
in nature. Throughout the nineteenth century, the Churches and the Jewish
communities generally objected to these marriages for reasons of unwanted
assimilation and loss of identity, religion or tradition. Other voices within the
Churches and the German states, however, saw in such marriages a possibility for the
complete absorption of the Jews into the Christian society, and thus a solution to the
“Jewish problem,” which they usually viewed as a religious rather than racial matter.
The religious reforms within the Jewish communities that aspired to an integration
into the “general” German society, along with the advancement of civil marriages
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within the states (first between Jewish partners and only later between Jews and
Christians), brought eventually to the legal regulation of inter-confessional marriages
in Germany in 1874-1875. Yet the resistance to these marriages from both Jewish and
Christian circles continued into the twentieth century.166
Mixed marriages were a rather rare phenomenon in the first decade after their
legalization. Yet ever more Germans entered into such marriages and some saw in
them a hope for overcoming antisemitism. We find a fascinating example for such
hopes in a book from 1911 on “The Jews in Germany.” The author, who identifies
himself as a German Jew, writes that as a result of mixed marriages,
The number of the Christians who have a Jewish impact in their blood
(Bluteinschlag) and of Jews who have a non-Jewish impact in theirs will grow
into the immeasurable. Considering the ratio between the two [groups], the
Jewish part will become very small [and its] disappearance will facilitate the
rise of the Jew into national circles (Volkskreisen) to which he belongs
according to his other capacities [e.g. according to trading skills and social
class]. His kin’s relationships will allow him entrance. In this way, the mass
that is still caught up in the old magical circle of the Ghetto
(Ghettozauberkreis) will gradually break off of it. The great wave of the people
(Volkswelle) will not surge on the walls of the Jewish city any more, but flood
over and above it and take with it all of us, making us into one united people of
brothers.167
This remarkable text does not only testify to the hope that some Germans (Jews and
non-Jews) associated with a surge of mixed marriages in Germany, but also indicates
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the integration of racial thinking into the discussion, which by the mid nineteenth
century still focused mostly on religion. But while this “German Jew” saw a “mixing
of the blood” as a positive thing, others saw it negatively.
Eugen Dühring, one of the founding fathers of racial antisemitism in Germany,
wrote in his influential book “On the Jewish Question as a Racial, Moral, and Cultural
Question” that while the mixing of blood between related racial groups can be
beneficial, “the intrusion (Einmischung) of Jewish blood can under all circumstances
only result in a change to the worse.”168 Dühring acknowledges that at the time of
writing the book (1881) the number of racially mixed marriages was still small, and
did not require yet the state’s intervention. He sees the reasons for that both in the
objection of the different communities to these marriages and in the “instinctive
aversion, yes, the disgust (Ekel)” felt by the unspoiled (unverdorben) women of
“better nationalities” against Jewish men.169
Dühring’s main concern is not with mixed marriages as such, but with what
came to be known as “racial defilement” (Rassenschande), i.e. the alleged
degeneration of the German “national body” (Volkskörper) through sexual relations
with Jewish partners. The arguments against Rassenschande since the late nineteenth
century did not only focus on mixed marriages or even on Jews alone, but rather
attacked all sexual relations that involved “inferior races” (such as in the case of
“Rhineland bastards,” children born to Aryan women and black colonial soldiers who
were stationed in the Rhineland during the 1920s). Nevertheless, mixed marriages
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retained their significance, since they served antisemites as an indication for the level
of “pollution” of the German national body in general.170
Antisemites did not only treat Rassenschande as a biological concern. The
topic also had social relevance that lay in anxiety regarding the inversion of the
“natural” power relations that supposedly existed in Germany before the emancipation
of the Jews and which used to put the Jews in their “proper” inferior place in society.
In antisemitic texts, the bemoaning of what their authors viewed as a present inversion
of these power relations is embodied in the fear of a Jewish man seducing an unaware
and passive German Mädel. The passivity and weakness of women were
commonplace beliefs for antisemitic writers at the time (and not only for antisemites)
and thus it comes as no surprise that they projected their feelings of weakness and
crisis onto the bodies of women.171 Dühring wrote:
The deterioration (Verderbung) [of the German blood] takes shape in the worst
way when female members of better peoples fall prey to the fate of serving as
reproduction sites (Fortpflanzungsstätten) for the Jewish clan and character. In
light of such shaping (Gestaltung), the better peoples should prefer, out of
considerations of honor and disgrace, to blast open the veins of rage
(Zornsadern sprengen) than to endure even the slightest humiliation of their
nationalities and a Judaization of their blood.172
In this dramatic and angry description, Dühring sees the opposite case, i.e. the pairing
of Jewish women with Aryan men, as a lesser evil. This gender differentiation is
significant since it connects directly to his association of the racial “problem” with a
public humiliation and to Aryans’ behavior that decides between honor and disgrace.
170

For the sources and uses of this term since the last third of the nineteenth century see Alexandra
Przyrembel, „Rassenschande“: Reinheitsmythos und Vernichtungslegitimation im Nationalsozialismus
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2003), 23-62.
171
On the connections between antisemitism and anti-feminism in Germany at the late nineteenth
century and beyond see Volkov, Germans, Jews, and Antisemites, 137-144.
172
Emphasis added. Dühring, Die Judenfrage als Racen-, Sitten- und Culturfrage, 143-144.

61
The Nazi regime adopted this distinction when referring to Rassenschande as a
disgrace (Schande) to the racial community. The most explicit expressions of this
distinction were the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, which included the “Law for the
Protection of the German Blood and Honor.” The law prohibited racially mixed
marriages or any “interracial” sexual relations, and forbade Jews from hiring
housemaids younger than 45 (again reflecting the fear of sexual seduction). But what
was the function of honor in this context?
In general, the Nazi perception of honor (Ehre) epitomized Germans’ expected
loyalty (Treue) to the moral idea of the Volksgemeinschaft along with its “dos” and
“don’ts.” The violation of any of these moral commandments, as in the case of having
personal and especially intimate relations with Jews, is thus considered to be
disgraceful for the individual and also for the community.173 Rassenschande was
viewed as violating the community’s honor because it damaged the purity of the entire
race and the goal of racial evolution.174 But it was mostly articulated as a personal
disgrace. In this view, a person who does not remain loyal to his own kind, and is not
willing to sacrifice his life for it, if necessary, has no honor.175
The concept itself has a long history. As Richard Evans shows, Ehre was
important in defining who is considered a part of society as far back as the Early
Modern period, and was used to distinguish social outsiders within status-based social
orders (Stände). Outside the structure of honorable society stood the heterogeneous
group of the “dishonorable” (unehrliche Leute), which was stigmatization that evolved
either from inheritance of status, a profession or religious conviction, or as a
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consequence of a “deviant” behavior.176 The emergence of the centralized state saw
the dwindling of these notions of exclusion according to honor, but they did not
disappear completely.177
Michael Wildt shows the Nazis’ renewed use in public rituals of social
shaming, such as the forced parading of men and women accused of extra-marital
sexual relations, carrying signs describing their disgrace, and the attachment of the
names and addresses of these persons to pillory pillars (Prangersäule) in the old
squares of German towns. The idea of these rituals of public disgrace was to make the
spectators into participants in excluding the “dishonorable” and establishing the
boundaries of the community and its honor.178 At the same time, however, these
rituals, in addition to placards and leaflets denouncing the Rassenschänder, also
presented the act of solidarity with Jews and intimacy between Jews and Aryans for
the public to see.
These public rituals, which often included severe violence, aimed to humiliate
both the man and the woman accused of Rassenschande, yet the disgrace was attached
to the Aryan woman.179 The focus on the Aryan woman reflects, first of all, the fact
that the majority of mixed marriages were between a Jewish man and an Aryan
woman. Furthermore, the Nazi authorities that arrested those accused in such acts and
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organized the public humiliations, consciously focused on this gender constellation
(which symbolized the reversal of “appropriate” power relations).180
Moreover, the concentration on the woman’s honor had a tradition. In the
Middle Ages, when a Christian woman was charged with having sexual relations with
a Jewish man, the man was harshly punished, but the woman had to wear a “Jewish
hat,” was tied to the pillory pillar or carried in a procession through the town before
she was banished from it.181 In a similar manner, the Nazis tied the sexual breach of
norms to the female participant, whose honor involved the body, and especially a
woman’s role as a mother.182 The Nazis also drew on more recent norms, such as the
middle class perception of female honor since the eighteenth century that emphasized
women’s chastity and monitored their sexual conduct. While during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries premarital sexual activity of both men and women was not
always considered as something to be ashamed of, for example in workers’ circles,
even there a child born outside of marriage brought disgrace upon the mother and the
family.183 The Nazi regime took this idea to the extreme with the addition of the racial
element that did not only refer to the birth of Mischlinge (children of mixed race) as a
social aberration, but also to any suspicion of intimate relations between Jewish men
and Aryan women. The regime also persecuted Jewish doctors, and especially
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gynecologists, who treated Aryan women, or even worked with Aryan female
secretaries.184 As such, however, the public condemnation of women accused of
having sexual relations “with the enemy” is not unique to the Nazi racial thought and
is anchored in a broader European context, as can be seen in the case of French
Résistance members publicly shaving the hair of “dishonored” French woman accused
of “horizontally collaborating” with the German occupiers.185
Following the passing of the Nuremberg Laws in September 1935, the
“treatment” of Rassenschande was largely taken from the local SA-man and entrusted
to the courts. Thus local initiatives, such as the one of Nazi supporters in Bielefeld,
who in early October 1935 planned to march a Jewish “lover of German blonde girls”
through the streets of the town, had to be withdrawn.186 The Nazi legal system
prosecuted cases of extra-marital sexual relations, but not intermarriages concluded
before the law was passed. Yet throughout the 1930s and 1940s, the state placed
tremendous pressures on mixed couples to divorce, and quite a few succumbed to
them and exposed the Jewish partner to persecution and death.187 Those who stayed
together contributed in most cases to the survival of the Jewish partner, who received
a privileged position, as did also their children.188 In their sheer existence, these
couples thwarted the advancement of Nazi anti-Jewish policies in regard to their
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family members, and often also changed the opinions of Aryans who in this way had
the opportunity to personally know Jews and view them as humans.189
The reactions of the population to the condemnation and persecution of
Rassenschande varied. Based on the Gestapo files in the archive in Düsseldorf, Sarah
Gordon discovered only a minor decrease in arrests of Rassenschande and thus of
intimate relations between Jews and Germans by 1939. These relations appear to have
continued to take place in spite of the extensive enforcement of the Nuremberg Laws,
through which many of the Aryan partners were warned, arrested, and even
incarcerated in concentration camps. On the other hand, Gordon found other popular
reactions, such as reports from the early 1940s “that the population did not understand
why Jews who were married to Germans were not also required to wear the [Jewish]
star, since this oversight made it possible for them to escape detection.”190 In any case,
it becomes clear that Rassenschande and intermarriages, to which the Nazi regime
gave considerable attention in the media, in public rituals, and in legal persecution,
remained a widely familiar topic throughout the years of the Third Reich.

Judenfreunde
In addition to Rassenschande, the second major offence in which the Gestapo
persecuted Aryans for their relations with Jews was the accusation of being friendly to
Jews. This area of potential “criminality” was a catch-all accusation not supported by
any specific state law that could be leveled at persons “who had uttered disagreement
with some aspect of the racial policies, or had otherwise given reasons for suspicion
that they did not accept the letter or spirit” of Nazi antisemitism.191 The unspecific
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accusation of being a “friend of Jews” (Judenfreund) related to any kind of association
with Jews, and included different facets of social interactions with them, from greeting
Jews on the street to assisting them to escape persecution, as well as the interactions
we have discussed so far, i.e. buying from Jews, going to Jewish doctors or lawyers,
mixed marriage or having any kind of intimate relations with Jews. As such, the
concept of Judenfreund, which was not confined to the use of the Gestapo alone,
articulated the entire idea of moral separation from the Jews.
The Nazis divided the world into friends and foes and demanded from
Germans to position themselves in a similar polarization either for or against Jews.
Since the Nazis considered this choice a moral one, they rejected the existence of any
middle ground, although in reality many Germans enthusiastically accepted some
elements of National Socialism but distanced themselves from others.192 Rhetorically,
this dichotomous distinction crystallized in Germany already in the 1870s, when
parallel to the emergence of the concept “antisemitism” emerged also “philosemitism”
or Judenfreundlichkeit (friendliness toward Jews) as its counter-concept.193 Yet just as
modern antisemitic depictions draw from older representations and practices, so did
the division between the Jews’ opponents and friends began taking shape prior to the
nineteenth century.
Reports on pro-Jewish attitudes, and even help to persecuted Jews, are already
found in medieval accounts from the German lands, although not in large numbers.194
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We also find negative portrayals of Christians helping Jews or siding with them
throughout Medieval Europe in anti-Jewish charges of blood-libel and host
desecration, in which Jews are said to have a Christian accomplice.195 Other medieval
accounts refer to “bad Christians” who are charged with cooperating with Jews and
other “enemies” of the Christian community, for instance, during the Great Plague in
the fourteenth century.196 We can say, therefore, that the existence and condemnation
of non-Jewish associates or supporters of Jews has a long history in anti-Jewish
polemic, as well as the reference to these accomplices as “traitors” or at least outsiders
within the Christian community.
The earliest German-language example I could find to the rhetorical distinction
between friends and enemies of Jews appears in the early sixteenth century as part of
the well-known theological dispute between Johannes Pfefferkorn and Johannes
Reuchlin. In his 1509 pamphlet attacking the Jewish Talmud and Jews in general,
Pfefferkorn proclaimed himself an enemy of Jews (Juden Veindt) and defined this
position as the truly Christian one. In his later writings, Pfefferkorn directed his
assaults also at the humanist Johannes Reuchlin, who refuted his accusations, and
labeled him an enemy of Christians and a supporter and friend of Jews.197 In the
decades thereafter, anti-Jewish writings repeated Pfefferkorn’s message and
designation,198 while several Jewish authors proclaimed Reuchlin as proof for the
possibility of peaceful coexistence of Jews and non-Jews.199
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In subsequent centuries, Judenfreund and similar concepts remained in the
vocabulary of anti-Jewish writers as a designation for Christians siding with Jews or
having close relations to them and was used to condemn actions, such as going to
Jewish physicians.200 Thus, in the early nineteenth century, some advocates of Jewish
emancipation identified themselves and were labeled by others with names such as
“protectors of the Jews.”201 The identification of these persons often endangered them
on the occasion of violent outbursts against Jews, as during the Hep-Hep riots, when
rioters physically attacked non-Jews whom they accused of supporting the
improvement of Jews’ social and political status.202
Yet the most well-known and long-standing symbol for solidarity and
friendship with Jews was Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s play Nathan der Weise (Nathan
the Wise, 1779). The play introduced the figure of Nathan, a clever and wealthy Jew,
who uses his wit to resolve the dispute between the monotheistic religions by making
them irrelevant to human relationships. The reasons that made Nathan der Weise into
a symbol for humanity and friendship with Jews are twofold. First, the play interprets
friendship as an idea that brings together individuals of different social classes and
“nationalities” and reaches out to the other in the name of human equality, i.e. “as if ‘a
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human being’ (Mensch) and ‘friend’ (Freund) were only different words for the same
noble concept.”203 Unlike notions such as the “brotherhood of man,” the play stresses
friendship between Jews and Christians as an idea based on choice and dialogue rather
than on one’s alleged identity. Furthermore, Lessing’s portrayal also went beyond
perceptions of tolerance and compassion toward Jews, which maintain the latter’s
inferior status, and aimed to establish a society based on the acceptance of the other as
equal (at least potentially).204 Lessing’s notion of friendship was embedded in the cult
of friendship common among Enlightenment intellectuals who although lacking in real
political power, constructed small circles of friends that realized their ideals of
humanistic equality. “Friendship was no longer a private celebration of mutually
assured sympathy, but it spilled over into the public sphere by discussing the higher
concerns of humanity.”205
The second reason for the significance of Nathan der Weise as a symbol of
friendship with Jews lies in the widespread assumption, especially among Jewish
authors, that Lessing based his figure of Nathan on his Jewish friend Moses
Mendelssohn. Some nineteenth-century writers, however, claimed that since Nathan is
an ideal figure embodying humanity, it is Lessing himself who should be identified
with the image of Nathan, and not Mendelssohn.206 In either case, supporters of Jewish
emancipation acknowledged the play as a proof for the friendship between the two
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intellectuals and the ideal of coexistence and mutual acceptance. Thus mentioning
Lessing or any part of the Lessing-Nathan-Mendelssohn triangle, for that matter,
signified a position on the “Jewish question” that sided with the Jews and the
Enlightenment’s humanism, and rejected antisemitism.207
This takes us (back) to the last third of the nineteenth century and the parallel
creation of the concepts “antisemitism” and “philosemitism.” The schematic division
between philosemites and antisemites, although overtly simplistic, became most
significant in the Kaiserreich as a rhetorical instrument that marked two opposing
worldviews not only on how to treat Jews, but also on the appropriate character that
German society should embrace.208 An important milestone in the public quarrel
between these two worldviews is the Berlin Antisemitism Dispute (Berliner
Antisemitismusstreit). This dispute erupted following an article by the distinguished
historian Heinrich von Treitschke, published on November 15, 1879, in which he
complained about the negative effects of the Jewish emancipation, warned against the
dangers Germany faces due to a flood of Polish Jews into Germany, and declared that
“the Jews are our misfortune” (die Juden sind unser Unglück!), a slogan that became
central to Nazi propaganda.209 In the responses of Heinrich Graetz, a Jewish historian
whom Treitschke attacked personally, Graetz divided the debate on the emancipation
into two positions: judenfreundliche (friendly to Jews) and judenfeindliche (hostile to
Jews), and located Treitschke in the latter. Furthermore, argued Graetz, had Treitschke
lived at the time of the Pfefferkorn-Reuchlin dispute, he would have taken the side
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opposed to the humanist.210 The disagreement between the two historians is articulated
also in their interpretation of Lessing and his importance within the German culture.
Thus while Graetz crowned Lessing as Germany’s greatest son, Treitschke rejected
this opinion, depicting Graetz as a “foreigner” (Fremdling) who cannot be expected to
truly understand the German playwright.211
Treitschke’s stature as a well-known historian gave his charges against the
Jews a great deal of public attention and provided antisemitism the respectability it
still lacked. Yet his antisemitism was nevertheless different from that of the Nazis.
One such difference relates to his mentioning of “Jewish friends.” While Graetz
identifies him with the adversaries of the Jews rather than their friends, Treitschke
asserts in his articles during the dispute that “some of his Jewish friends” (he employs
jüdische Freunde and Judenfreund synonymously) would agree with his points.212
Such a formulation, meant to strengthen the truth-value of an argument by stressing
the speaker’s impartiality, would be unthinkable from a Nazi sympathizer in the
1920s, whose racial antisemitism despised any relations to Jews. What we can see,
therefore, is that at the time of Treitschke one must not have necessarily viewed a
contradiction in opposing friendship with Jews on a social and political level, while
speaking of having Jewish friends on the personal level. Furthermore, stating that one
has Jewish friends could actually support arguing against friendship with Jews.
The combination of both levels of employing Judenfreunde (the socio-political
and the personal) continued to circulate in Germany and Austria up to the Nazi rise to
power, as is apparent in contemporaneous critical literary and filmic representations
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that exposed the anti-Jewish sentiments behind such arguments.213 However, the
public debate definitely did not revolve around the question of personal friendships
with Jews, but rather concentrated on Judenfreundschaft (or philosemitism) as a
political principle that one either endorsed or opposed. Publications that openly
attacked the “other side” and attempted to draw the German population to one of these
positions articulated this public conflict most clearly. We can see that, for example, in
a book from 1923 entitled “The Exposed Friends of Jews.” The book collected
statements by “Jews and their comrades (Juden und Judengenossen) who try to
absolve the Jewish people from its guilt” toward Germany and the author defined his
mission as correcting the “deceit and ignorance” of judenfreundliche texts by
presenting “objective” information.214 On the other hand, we find books on
Judenfreunde whose authors fight antisemitism by documenting “the efforts of those
noble, free thinking and enlightened friends of humanity,” who in different historical
times “attempted to remove the political, stately, and social bounds that often separate
Jews from Christians.”215
Acting within the framework of this political-ideological conflict, Hitler and
his fellow Nazis started from an early stage to denounce “friends of Jews” as traitors
to their fatherland.216 The political struggle between antisemites and philosemites
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ended in 1933 with the Nazi ascension to power. Thus, as part of the moral revolution
that the regime advanced, it removed Lessing’s “Jewish plays” from schoolbooks and
banned them from theatres, while maintaining an ambiguous relationship to the
playwright.217 The Jewish Kulturbund, on the other hand, chose Nathan der Weise as
the play to open its cultural activities on October 1, 1933, but the opinions in the
Jewish public were divided as to its final scene. Should the play conclude on an
optimistic note or rather emphasize the Jews’ isolation?218
In reality, the growing isolation of the Jews within the Nazi society could not
be overlooked. Victor Klemperer, a professor of French literature, who was expelled
from the University of Dresden because of his “Jewish race,” confided to his diaries
his growing solitude as his Aryan friends gradually cut off all connections with him.
At the same time, Klemperer attempted to discover whom he could trust as a friend,
employing the same totalizing distinction between friend and foe that the Nazis did:
“Only an absolute enemy (Todfeind) of the Nazis can be a friend of mine.”219
Klemperer was not the only one on the lookout for Judenfreunde; the Nazis’
political triumph against “friendship with Jews” did not mean the end of the
ideological campaign against them. Secret reports from the first years of the Third
Reich recorded open confrontations between Nazi supporters and “friends of Jews,”
occurrences that decreased in number due to the expanding control of the regime over
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the society, but did not disappear completely.220 In some cases, the Nazi measures
against the Jews are reported to have divided the local population into Judenfreunde
and Judengegner (those who oppose the Jews), for example in response to the
Nuremberg Laws in 1935.221 These reports tended to concentrate on the educated
bourgeoisie and on Christian circles as the problematic social groups that carried the
messages of Enlightenment and Christian morality.222 And indeed, while most
clergypersons in both major German Churches stood by as the Nazi persecution of the
Jews took place, some openly prayed for the persecuted or expressed solidarity with
them in some other way.223 Some clergypersons, such as Gertrud Luckner in Freiburg
and Heinrich Grüber in Berlin, actively assisted Jews to flee Germany, actions for
which they were arrested and put into concentration camps. We shall return to them
and to the Churches in subsequent chapters.
In condemning such cases of “friendliness to Jews” before and after 1933, Nazi
activists did not restrict themselves to Judenfreund and used a whole arsenal of
concepts. On some occasions those “traitors,” blamed for sharing the “poisonous”
Jewish spirit and false morality, were simply called “Jews.” Thus, for example,
members of the “German Christian” movement that reinterpreted Christian ideas
according to racial principles and deplored all Jewish elements from the scriptures,
220
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labeled their opponents in the Confessing Church as Jewish.224 A related designation
is “white Jews,” which also refers to non-Jews who act and think like Jews or
cooperate with them (Jews are thus conceived as dark, evil, and impure).225 Two
additional designations that Nazi activists used quite frequently were Judengenosse
(comrade of Jews) and Judenknecht (servant of Jews). The former, which clearly
distinguished the positive German Volksgenosse from the negative Judengenosse, goes
back to Luther’s translation of the bible (Matthew 23, 15), where it referred to
proselytes, and later became an antisemitic catchword describing non-Jews taking the
side of the Jews.226 The concept Judenknecht can be traced at least as far back as the
seventeenth century,227 and has a more social tone to it, implying an unwelcome
reversal in the “appropriate” power relations, hence raising the question: How could
the morally inferior Jews be masters of the superior Christians (or Aryans)?228 In spite
of the different associations connected to each of these concepts, they all articulated
the same basic idea, and while sometimes used together (thus implying a somewhat
different emphasis), they were often considered to be synonyms.229
In contrast to the variety of different antisemitic synonyms of Judenfreund, the
philosemitic interpretation focused mostly on friendship between Jews and non-Jews
as the main conceptual framework. The reason for that seems to lie in the equality and
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dialog that friendship (in Lessing’s version) entails that other, older concepts, like
Judenbeschützer (protector of Jews), do not.230 Thus “Jewish friends” could not only
refer both to a personal or socio-political level (as we have seen in the case of
Treitschke), but could be employed either negatively or positively, a feature of the
concept that will account for its postwar use, as we shall see.

Conclusion
This chapter traced the ways in which the Nazis addressed the issue of
solidarity with and rescuing of Jews from the early days of the Nazi movement up to
the fall of the Third Reich. The Nazis approached helping Jews as part of their version
of particular morality based on the primacy of the Volk and the definition of “the Jew”
as embodying all that is immoral. The Nazi propaganda acted to inform Germans on
the central tenets of racist antisemitism and also demanded from Germans to
demonstrate their adherence to Nazi morality. The most basic demand was the need to
create a physical and “spiritual” separation between Aryans and all that the Nazis
considered to be Jewish. Nazi calls for separation included both positive (what one
should accept and do) and negative (what one must reject and not do) elements. Both
elements expressed the main principles of Nazi morality and made it clear to people in
Germany what behavior toward the Jews the regime would praise and what it would
revile, yet only an examination of the negative element within Nazi propaganda shows
that the Nazis also publicly addressed the issue of solidarity with and helping Jews.
The specific images, concepts, and practices the Nazis employed in
condemning “friendship with Jews” drew on centuries-old anti-Jewish patterns (many
of which were not unique to Germany) that received a racial interpretation since the
late nineteenth century and were incorporated into the public disputes between
230
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philosemitism and antisemitism. The diverse concepts, arguments, and rituals that the
Nazis used to denounce solidarity with and help to the Jews took two main forms:
Identity and attitude. The former meant designating specific Aryans as Judenfreunde
or traitors, marching those accused of Rassenschande through the streets of one’s
town carrying humiliating signs, taking pictures of those Judenknechte who enter
Jewish businesses, posting the names and addresses of Aryans who go to Jewish
doctors on pillory pillars, etc. These denunciations took place mostly on the local
level, whereas on the national level the condemnation of associating with Jews
deplored in general all those Germans who were Judenfreunde. The second form of
denouncing solidarity with or helping Jews (which could more easily be used in
nation-wide publications and speeches) attacked attitudes, emotions, and sentiments
rather than referring to specific persons. To this second category belong the
condemnations of Mitleid, references to “decent” Jews, Humanitätsduselei
(sentimental humanitarianism), Christian love for one’s neighbor, and the alleged
tendency of some Germans to be “all too righteous.”
In this chapter we have also seen that the public presence and character of Nazi
references to solidarity and help given to Jews were directly related to the specific
stages of the persecution of the Jews. For instance, public rituals of shaming
Rassenschänder had to cease following the Nuremberg Laws of September 1935,
which entrusted these cases to the courts. The verdicts did appear in newspapers, yet
their local impact was different. The most significant change in public reporting on
both the persecution of the Jews and the cases of “friendliness toward Jews” took
place since Kristallnacht. The regime’s reluctance to admit the use of violence against
Jews altered the policy of openly reporting the persecution into a method of “imposed
guesswork.” In this technique, Nazi speakers who mentioned the “final solution”
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without giving any specific details on what it meant, also condemned compassion with
and assistance to Jews without explicitly mentioning these acts of solidarity.
But what happened to those who did express solidarity with or helped the
persecuted Jews? While there was no law that explicitly forbade “friendliness with
Jews,” the regime prosecuted Aryans for a variety of related offences or combined this
accusation with others, such as listening to foreign radio stations during the war or any
other illegal activity.231 In many cases, the Nazi authorities prosecuted so-called
Judenfreunde as part of a decree released in March 1933, and later the Heimtücke-Law
from December 20, 1934 that protected the regime and the party from “treacherous”
attacks and critical comments. An additional decree issued on October 24, 1941
instructed the police, SS, and Gestapo to place in “protective custody” of up to three
months any persons of “German blood” who publicly expressed friendly relations
toward Jews.232 Some of these cases were not even brought before court, some ended
with a warning, while others led to arrests, to incarceration in concentration camps and
thus sometimes to death.
Military courts produced more severe sentences than the Nazi civil ones, since
many violations could be prosecuted as a refusal to follow orders, and acts of assisting
the population in an occupied territory could be presented as cooperating with the
enemy. The offences ranged from expressing any sign of pacifistic attitude to
desertion or speaking in favor of Jews. The punishments on such offences often led to
execution, although the verdict depended on the situation and time in which the
offence took place (with a clear escalation in the severity of the sentences at the last
months of the war), as well as on whether the accused was an officer or a simple
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soldier. Thus, for example, a reserve medical officer, Oberstabsarzt Dr. Christian
Schöne, who openly criticized the murder of the Jews in a letter he circulated in the
summer of 1943 was sentenced to one year in prison. The trial of private Josef Salz,
on the other hand, in whose diary positive comments about Jews and criticism against
Hitler and the Wehrmacht were found, ended with the death sentence.233 In other
cases, Wehrmacht soldiers on the different military fronts who actively assisted Jews
to escape or supplied them or Soviet prisoners of war with food and the like could
more easily be charged with treason or with undermining the morale of their comrades
(Wehrkraftzersetzung) than non-soldiers within the German Reich and therefore be
condemned to death. We shall later follow the stories and names of some of these
soldiers, among them Sergeant Anton Schmid, who supported the Jewish underground
resistance in the Vilna Ghetto and helped smuggle Jews outside its walls. Schmid was
executed on April 13, 1942.234
Schmid was a part of a small minority of Germans and Austrians who paid
dearly for their help to Jews. Most Aryan members of the Third Reich did not publicly
express solidarity with Jews and clearly did not risk their lives in order to save them.
But by the end of the Nazi regime the moral value of solidarity with Jews underwent a
thorough change and so did the public speech about it.
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Chapter Two:
“I Protected Jews and Treated Them with Decency”: Scattered References to
Rescue from the War Years to the Mid 1960s
The Nazi regime’s depiction of its war against the Jews as a struggle between
good and evil reached its height during the Second World War. In turn, this very
depiction, as well as the character of the Nazi state and its aggressive warfare,
contributed to producing the same basic binary image in the propaganda of the Allies
who fought against the Third Reich. The main difference between these propaganda
campaigns was, of course, their respective designation of the immoral foe. While the
Nazi media described the Jews as an inhuman race that embodied all vices and
maneuvered the Allied countries into combatting Germany, the Allies presented an
inverted version of this image, in which war against Nazism was a crusade against the
inhuman, the criminal, and the uncivilized.235
This wartime rhetoric of a moral clash between Nazism and its opponents was
a significant element in the formation of postwar references to rescuing Jews. This
chapter’s first section will thus reconstruct the forms of this moral struggle from the
war years to the immediate postwar period in order to understand why and how
Germans spoke about rescue after the fall of the Third Reich. The second to fifth
sections will examine various patterns of articulating rescue in these years and trace
them into the mid 1960s in East and West Germany. Section two will survey the
mentioning of rescue in courtroom settings, section three will examine
autobiographical writing, and sections four and five will turn their attention to the
place of rescue in the construction of national and local myths and role models. What
unites the different sections in this and the next chapter, which deal with various
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media and practices under different socio-political conditions, is that they all belong to
what I call scattered memory. Scattered memory designates, first, the existence of
seemingly marginal details and episodes that are “scattered” in different books,
articles, monuments, films, and other representations and practices, whose main
interest is not the rescue of Jews, yet which nevertheless mention it. Scattered memory
also includes isolated accounts that did make extensive reference to rescuers of Jews,
but which usually had a personal and specific commemorative intention and did not
try to place rescue, as a separate topic, in any wide public or institutional framework.
The analysis does not present a stark separation between the perspectives of
“Jews” and “Germans,” but rather follows scholars who point to the exchanges
between various populations236 and traces the existence of diverse individual
motivations in the creation of postwar depictions of Nazism and the Holocaust.

A Moral Struggle
From February to March 1943, the British Royal Air Force threw over
Germany thousands of copies of a leaflet that reprinted (in German translation) a
sermon by the Archbishop of Canterbury. The text addressed all Christians in
Germany and highlighted the public objection of a few German bishops to Nazi
policies as well as the courageous actions of pastor Martin Niemöller, whom the Nazis
arrested for his opposition. It then lamented the fact that there was no protest against
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the “annihilation of the Polish people and against the gruesome slaughter of the
Jews.”237
Such a direct plea to do “the Christian thing” and help the persecuted was not
common in Allied propaganda campaigns directed at the German population during
WWII. Yet the moral message embedded in it, which depicted the war against Nazism
as a humanistic, and often explicitly Christian mission, dominated a great many of the
Allies’ wartime propaganda. Starting in the early stages of the war, the British and
later the Soviet and American forces launched massive propaganda campaigns that
aimed to weaken the grip of the Nazi regime over Germany and provoke popular
resistance to Hitler. As a whole, there is no doubt that these efforts failed. Yet they
established a strong sense of a moral conflict, which by the end of the war gave
Germans a basic idea of what the Allies expected of them, and confronted the Nazi
“particular morality” with universal-humanistic moral models.238
The characterization of the war as a moral struggle played a significant role
especially for the troops. While the soldiers’ personal reasons for fighting in the
different armies varied, there is no doubt that many of them combined these reasons
with a moral commitment “forged from a heady mix of outrage, vengeance, loathing
and contempt, and intensity of feeling and a depth of anxiety not experienced since the
days of French Revolutionary Europe or the Thirty Years’ War.”239
The propaganda apparatuses of the different countries did their best to maintain
a one-dimensional enemy image by avoiding complex human portrayals of the “other
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side.”240 The different bodies of German propaganda (Goebbels’s ministry, the
Foreign Office, and the military) portrayed the British, the French, and especially the
Soviets, as savages,241 and the Allies were not less explicit when describing the
Wehrmacht. For example, a short Soviet propaganda film from 1941, entitled Three in
a Shell Hole, depicted a wounded Soviet soldier, a wounded German soldier, and a
Soviet nurse trapped in one shell hole after a battle. The nurse, a true humanist, tended
to the German, who nevertheless tried to kill her, but the quick instincts of the Soviet
soldier enabled him to shoot first.242 The message is clear: The German soldier does
not respect the rules of war nor holds any basic human decency and gratitude, whereas
the Soviet soldier has no choice but to use force to protect the defenseless and caring
woman.
In addressing the German population, however, the Allies’ propaganda was
usually careful to distinguish between the Nazi elite and “ordinary Germans.” The
leaflets occasionally addressed the atrocities committed by the Nazi regime within
Germany and the killing of civilians in occupied Europe. This propaganda was
supposed to confront the Germans with the horrors the regime did “in the name of the
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German people” in order to create a moral distancing from the Nazis and to enable a
future return to the “family of civilized nations.”243
The question of Germany’s national reputation was a major topic also in Allied
radio addresses to the German population. The Allies recruited for these broadcasts
three prominent German intellectuals in exile: Thomas Mann in England, Paul Tillich
in the United States, and Johannes R. Becher in the Soviet Union. Despite the distinct
backgrounds of these persons, there was a common emphasis in their radio speeches
on the need to return to a certain model of humanism in order to salvage whatever was
left of Germany’s name.244 The bourgeois author Mann focused in this context on the
Enlightenment, the theologian Tillich on Christian and national notions of morality,
and the communist author Becher on the progressive forces within the working class.
For example, in a 1943 broadcast on Radio Moscow Becher urged the Germans to
demonstrate to the world that Hitler is not Germany:
Do you want to go down in history as the people of executioners and their
servants, as a people of miserable whiners and cowards, as a people that has
demonstrated that it cannot cope with its national criminals (Volksverbrechern)
and the deadly enemies of humanity […]? Do you want that the name of a
German will become a swear- and curse word for all free peoples of the world
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and that in the future, wherever a German shows himself, people will avoid
him or glance upon him with contempt?245
In addition to the Allies’ propaganda campaigns, resistance groups within Germany
also distributed leaflets, which paid attention to the “moral degeneration” of Germany
and sometimes also to the persecution of the Jews.246 The majority of the propaganda
calls from within and without were formulated as warnings. They alerted Germans to
the devastation that their continuous support of Hitler’s war would mean for their lives
and their national pride. Some broadcasts and leaflets, however, also emphasized
positive role models for moral behavior. For example, the British RAF distributed in
large numbers the text of the sermon the German bishop Clemens August Graf von
Galen held on August 3, 1941, in which he openly criticized the “Euthanasia” killings
of the Nazi regime.247 Furthermore, the BBC mentioned several cases of non-German
sympathy toward and assistance to Jews in occupied Europe and presented them as
acts that should be emulated.248
At the same time, the Allied propaganda was careful not to appear too
sympathetic to Jews (perhaps also because of the Allied propagandists’ own
prejudices) and thus risk supporting the Nazi portrayal of the Allies as serving Jewish
goals.249 Thus Allied propaganda did not necessarily criticize antisemitism itself,
assuming, it appears, that the Germans in general were antisemitic, but often preferred
to appeal to more elementary and “apolitical” moral convictions. We can see this in a
BBC program called Kurt und Willi that used dialogues between fictional figures to
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discuss different opinions within the German population. In a broadcast on December
29, 1942 the two men debated the news on the killing of Jews, and Kurt, objecting the
mass murder, told his friend: “Willi, you know that I am no friend of Jews. But I just
can't believe that any upstanding German could approve of such a thing.”250
On the other side of the frontline, the Nazi propaganda dismissed the Allies’
accusations as “tales of atrocity” (Greuelmärchen).251 The daily reports of the German
army (Wehrmachtsberichte) highlighted the deaths of hundreds of thousands German
women, men, and children in Allied air raids, while stressing that the German army
did all in its power to prevent civilian casualties in the occupied territories.252 The
media in Nazi Germany was full of accusing voices against the Allies’ double
standard that criticized Germany for its racist policies, violence, and repression, while
the Americans lynch African Americans and the British repress Arabs in Palestine and
send murderous bombing squads to Germany “in the name of humanity.” In doing so,
the Nazi propaganda justified the regime’s actions by maintaining elements of both
particular morality (which put Germans’ lives before any others) and universal
morality (which denounced the killing of civilians, regardless of their nationality) in
addressing the German population, and especially in reaction to Allied propaganda. In
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this way, even those Germans who did not subscribe to the Nazi ethic could feel that
their country’s war was indeed moral.
As diaries and letters of German soldiers illustrate, at least some of them did
believe that in sparing civilian lives they were morally superior to the Allies.253 This
may come as a surprise to readers familiar with studies that demonstrate the extensive
involvement of the Wehrmacht in the killing of civilians and in the “Final Solution.”
How could German soldiers deny having knowledge about things that they directly
witnessed or participated in? One explanation emphasizes the effectiveness of Nazi
propaganda on the soldiers, allowing them to project the brutality of the war onto their
victims.254 An additional explanation is what Stanley Cohen calls “interpretive
denial,” according to which “the raw facts (something happened) are not being denied.
Rather, they are given a different meaning from what seems apparent to others.”255
Arguments such as: “this was an operation against saboteurs, not a massacre of
civilians” belong to this kind of denial and could assist in avoiding a moral conflict
among the soldiers.
Nevertheless, as the war progressed, the increasing number of Germans aware
of at least some atrocities committed by the Wehrmacht and the SS made the argument
of a Nazi moral superiority difficult to maintain. Even convinced Nazis had problems
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believing the promises of the propaganda. Since 1943 the Nazi authorities detected a
growing readiness to read Allied leaflets and listen to foreign radio stations, as a result
of the bombings of German cities and the first defeats of the Wehrmacht.256 The rising
skepticism within the population led the regime to demand unconditional faith in the
Endsieg (final victory). In February 1945, when parts of Germany (in its pre-Nazi
borders) have already fallen to the Allies, the regime turned to ruthless repressions of
Volksgenossen accused of “defeatist” behavior. The persecution of any sign of dissent
took an especially brutal form in the military, where summary courts executed
deserters and alleged traitors by the thousands. The brutality of the Nazi state became,
by that stage if not earlier, a fact that only a few could ignore.257
The war itself, which started as a continuous triumph and ended up unleashing
violence on Germany on an unprecedented scale, provided the eventual evidence for
Hitler’s failure and betrayal of his own Volk. Relentless bombings lay German cities in
ruins, millions of “ethnic Germans” in East and Central Europe fled from the Red
Army, resulting in the death of many of them, and Allied soldiers (especially of the
Red Army) raped thousands of German women of different ages, often in an
extremely violent manner.258 The disregard of human lives that characterized the
German military campaigns during the first war years, now turned against the German
population. “Nazism was no longer identified with economic recovery, order,
conquest and strength, but rather with fear and wanton murder.”259
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The German population awaited the occupiers with dread, but also with hope
for the end of suffering.260 While some soldiers continued to fight to the end, once the
war did end it marked also the demise of Nazism, and the Allies encountered only
mild resistance after the military occupation of Germany. Günter Doebel, a police
officer who up to the last months of the war still believed that Germany would be
victorious, wrote in his diary on May 6, 1945, two days before the German
capitulation:
By the way, the war is lost for us in a way that no war has ever been lost
before. Though the Volk still retains many of the National Socialist ideas, as a
whole the National Socialist ideology collapsed with the regime.261
Indeed, surveys of the American occupation authorities in the first years of occupation
showed that racist, antisemitic, and anti-democratic thinking patterns continued to
exist in the German population, but the Nazi regime itself lost all legitimacy. Even the
regime’s former followers had to admit that although “Nazism was a good idea [it]
was carried out badly.”262
But the end of Nazism and the war did not diminish the moral challenge that
the German population had to face. If anything, this challenge increased when the
occupying Allies forced the German population to confront the crimes of the Nazi
regime. The liberators, who entered Germany fuelled by a moral mission and often
filled with resentment to Germans in general after years of harsh fighting, coerced
civilians residing close to concentration camps to pass by the piles of bodies and view
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the crimes done in the midst of Germany.263 The British and American military
authorities spread leaflets depicting the extreme cruelty in the camps, broadcasted
survivors’ accounts on the radio, published photographic reports from the camps in the
international and local press, and screened films depicting the horrors in order to reach
a large segment of the German population.264 Thus the four Allies (the U.S., France,
Britain, and the Soviet Union), that implemented “reeducation” policies in their
occupation zones, presented themselves as teachers of civility coming from a morally
superior position – a standpoint that alienated many Germans.265
What caused an even stronger disagreement among the German population was
the collective accusation implicit or explicit in the texts and images that exposed
Germans to Nazi atrocities. Assuming a German “national character” or at least a
widespread German acceptance of Nazi ideas, initial Allied plans aimed to effect a
“mentality change” within the German populace that would evolve out of a response
to collective guilt.266 Although the American authorities that were the most zealous
supporters of this policy officially turned away from it by early 1946,267 the question
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of collective guilt became a central issue in practically all postwar references to WWII
and Nazism.
The accusations of a German moral failure and the collective notion of guilt
were not only forced upon the German population from “the outside,” since feelings of
shared guilt started to emerge among Germans already during the war.268 What this
guilt actually referred to was not always clear, however, and Jeffrey Olick speaks in
this context on the existence of a few distinct questions of guilt: “These included the
role individuals played in supporting the Nazi regime, (materially, morally, politically,
socially, or otherwise), which is different than asking whether one perpetrated specific
crimes or was an active Nazis. They also included questions about how one should
have reacted if one did not support […] the regime” and applied to different kinds of
crimes, victims, and circumstances, as well as to the individual and/or collective
level.269 There is no doubt that in the majority of cases in which Germans discussed
the issue of guilt they did so in order to rebuff a collective accusation that they felt the
Allies falsely raised against the entire German people, and in doing so exaggerated the
extent and coherence of these accusations. By claiming that the thesis of a German
collective guilt did injustice to Germans and viewed them in national or racial
terms,270 tackling the accusation of guilt could actually allow Germans to evade from
admitting any responsibility for the Nazi regime and its crimes.271
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But some German intellectuals and political activists hoped that declarations of
guilt would spur the population to distance itself from the Nazi ideology and to
actively participate in the creation of another, moral Germany.272 Discussions of guilt
thus frequently presented plans for a new orientation that would enable a “moral,
spiritual, and material reconstruction.”273 The contents of these new orientations
depended upon the ideological background of the authors as well as on their future
goals, as can be seen in a public declaration on the establishment of a new party, the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU), in Berlin on June 26, 1945. The declaration
called
the Christian, democratic, and social forces to assemble to a cooperation and
construction of a new homeland (Heimat). Out of the chaos of guilt and
disgrace (Schuld und Schande), to which the idolization of a criminal
adventure has plunged us, an order of a democratic freedom can only arise
when we recollect the culturally formative ethical and spiritual (sittliche und
geistige) forces of Christianity and attach ourselves to our people’s sources of
strength.274
This quote illustrates the attempt to create a moral order that is diametrically opposed
to the Nazi particular ethic, while nevertheless using the terms disgrace (Schande) and
Reich im Bewußtsein der Deutschen (München: C.H. Beck, 2005), 145-155. For the different forms and
arguments in the discussions of German guilt see Eberan, Wer war an Hitler Schuld?; Olick, In the
House of the Hangman.
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honor (Ehre) that the Nazis used to determine Germans’ loyalty to the ethical idea of
the Volksgemeinschaft. Here, however, a shift in the moral authority took place, in
which honor and disgrace referred to the world and not to the national community.
This means that postwar Germans were supposed to judge their deeds during the Third
Reich according to what the entire humanity might think of them (as we have also
seen in Becher’s wartime radio address, above).275 The changed attitude to honor in
relation to Jews was apparent also on the personal level. In the words of a recent
historical study: “If, under the Third Reich, for example, being a Jew or Jew-like were
slanderous charges subject to litigation, after the war the opposite was true. Now,
being called an antisemite or a Nazi collaborator were felt to be slanderous, prompting
lawsuits.”276
The subscription to a universal-humanistic morality in the postwar years did
not only refer to the change in the moral authority, but also to the sources of moral
orientation, which in the case of the CDU’s declaration are found in the (re)turn to a
more-than-national Christian model.277 People’s embrace of Christian values was very
common in this period of chaos, in which the Churches offered ethical and
institutional continuation, as well as heating, in the first cold winters.278 Christianity
also provided the cultural idea of a Christian West (Abendland) that went beyond the
immediate difficulties of the postwar years and played a prominent political role in
275
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West Germany up to the 1960s. Especially conservative Catholic thinkers used
Abendland to place themselves within a legacy of Christian humanism that opposed
“Asian Bolshevism” and connected Germany to the “Western civilization.”279
Alexander Abusch’s book Der Irrweg einer Nation (The False Path of a
Nation) presented a common communist interpretation on the existence of a
continuous struggle in German history between two tendencies, i.e a reactionary
destructive current and a progressive force bearing the legacy of German
humanism.280 In spite of this social-political focus, like many of his contemporaries
also Abusch saw in culture an important affirmative force for the devastated land and
people.281 The most significant cultural orientation celebrated the representatives of
German Kultur and humanism, among them Schiller, Heine, Herder, and especially
Goethe as examples for Germany’s contribution and connection to humanity.282
Another recurring name mentioned as a source of “human orientation” was Lessing
and his Nathan der Weise, a play that appeared frequently on East and West German
stages in the immediate postwar years.283
Postwar attempts to create a new moral orientation by returning to what was
conceived as the “true” German culture, took place also in the sphere of language.
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Both the occupation authorities and many German intellectuals demanded the
“purification” of the German language from the Nazi influence that they feared might
conserve Nazi ideology.284 The Allies initiated campaigns that determined which
German words were tainted by Nazi militancy and immorality in order to infuse the
language with democratic values,285 while an intellectual exchange took place in
German journals and newspapers on what Thomas Mann called the Nazis’
“desecration of the word.”286 A large number of German intellectuals discussed “the
corruption (Verderb) of the language [as] the corruption of the human being
(Mensch).”287

Dolf

Sternberger,

who

edited

the

journal

Die

Wandlung

(Transformation), took a pronouncedly ethical approach to language. In the series Aus
dem Wörterbuch des Unmenschen (From the Dictionary of the Non-Human) that he
co-authored in the journal, Sternberger aimed to re-humanize the German language
along with the German population.288
The attempts to transform the German language and morality did not succeed
over night. In fact, large parts of the German population continued to use certain
concepts and expressions of “Nazi language” for decades after the end of the war.289
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that Germans were generally aware of the existence of
a moral struggle in occupied Germany and were careful in what they were saying in
public. The construction of this struggle in dichotomous terms (such as Mensch and
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Unmensch) often placed “the Nazis” and their ideology as the ultimate immoral, and
the recently condemned notions of compassion toward Jews and “humanitarian
sentimentality” as morally laudable.

Trials of Morality and Self-Declared Rescuers
An important reason why Germans had to pay attention to the moral demands
of the Allies was because these could have a serious impact on their lives. The Allied
authorities implemented a series of steps aimed to “denazify” the German
population.290 These steps meant that German officeholders who were members of
Nazi organizations had to prove that they resisted the influence of Nazi ideology in
order to keep their jobs in public and semi-public positions, as well as in important
private businesses.291 Furthermore, the Allies arrested thousands of Germans for their
alleged criminal activity as part of the Nazi regime and establishing one’s anti-Nazi
and humanistic orientation could decide on one’s freedom. As a result of the change in
what was publicly considered to be moral and especially in the attitude toward
antisemitism, claiming that one was Jewish or demonstrating that one has always
rejected Nazi antisemitism could thus become most instrumental.292 As a German
conservative wrote in his diary only a few days after the capitulation: “Earlier one
290
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looked for the Aryan, and now one looks for the Jewish grandmother, or for other
relations and connections to Judaism.”293
In this context, historian Frank Stern portrayed the emergence of philosemitism
as a significant phenomenon in German-Jewish relations.294 Philosemitism denotes
here
first, the notion that in any dealings with Allied institutions and officials,
Germans should show an emphatically and demonstrative pro-Jewish attitude;
second, a position that developed gradually and – while turning away from,
and rejecting, traditional antisemitic stereotypes – elevated the absolutized
opposite of such stereotypes into the object of public activities and
publications; third, a political instrumentalization of pro-Jewish attitudes and
norms with the development of West Germany along the path of sovereignty,
in particular concerning Germany’s foreign policy and international image.295
According to Stern, philosemitism did not make stereotypes about Jews disappear
from the minds of those Germans who held them. Instead, those Germans were now
inclined to present Jews in a positive manner, but did so by using the same basic
stereotypes.296 They continued to associate Jews with money or with certain physical
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features, but expressed admiration to these features and exaggerated the Jews’ success
and capabilities, while still seeing them as essentially different, as non-German.297
Stern views in postwar pro-Jewish attitudes a new phenomenon in GermanJewish relations, which differs from traditional Christian (and mostly missionary)
philosemitism. We have noted in the first chapter, however, that modern
philosemitism, its political relevance, and the concept itself goes further back to the
last third of the nineteenth century.298 Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the
Holocaust fundamentally altered many people’s views of Jews and antisemitism and
caused the Catholic and the Lutheran churches in Germany to gradually redefine their
relationships with and understanding of Judaism.299 Also new in postwar German
philosemitism was the extent to which it was complemented by references to assisting
and rescuing Jews.
We find Germans uttering philosemitic statements and claiming to have
assisted Jews in a variety of exchanges with the Allies, but especially in trial settings.
These include the Nuremberg Trials in which the Allies prosecuted the leaders of the
defeated Nazi state and leading members of its criminal organizations as well as the
denazification procedures that applied to a much larger segment of the population.300
But how common where such statements? Let us start with the trials and then move to
the denazification cases.
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In spite of the possible benefits of claiming to have assisted Jews, not all
defendants made such claims, and those who did, did not do so extensively.
Defendants usually preferred to deny having known anything about war crimes,
assuming that it would be safer to distance themselves from this topic and believing
that the court would have a difficult task to prove the opposite. Moreover, while some
defendants made efforts to adjust themselves to the new reality, others held on to at
least a part of the Nazi worldview and expressed defiance, and even contempt, toward
the historical interpretations the Allies forced upon them. Some convinced Nazis
maintained such an attitude into the 1950s and beyond.301
Yet there were also differences between what the defendants could and could
not claim in court regarding their attitudes toward Jews, and not all trials gave the
“Jewish issue” the same kind of attention. Some trials, such as the Nuremberg
Einsatzgruppen Trial (September 1947 to April 1948) dealt directly with the mass
murder of Jews that these killing units perpetrated. Therefore, the reactions of the
killing units’ commanders to the indictments could hardly be based on a philosemitic
attitude, and focused instead on other issues. Those defendants usually stressed that
they were merely following orders, argued that their actions were a military necessity,
that they feared retaliation from their superiors, that their actions were not criminal in
a state of war, and that they were powerless to stop the killings.302 The commander of
Einsatzgruppe D, Otto Ohlendorf, told his interrogators that the killings were legal and
executed in a humane fashion.303 Such a statement was the closest that Ohlendorf, who
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commanded the shooting of Jews by the tens of thousands, could come to asserting
that he helped Jews.
The situation was very different in the trials of the economic elites of the Third
Reich, in which the persecution of Jews was not the central issue at hand. In the trial
of the industrialist Friedrich Flick (April-December 1947), for example, the charges
concentrated on economic exploitation and enslavement of civilians in occupied
Europe, and included one count on the Aryanization of Jewish property. In response to
this last issue Flick’s attorney stated that his client could not have prevented it from
taking place, “that his cooperation, like that of a lawyer, on the contrary, served to
protect the rights and interests” of the Jewish firms “and that the economic results of
this Aryanization process, which was unavoidable at that time, would have been
incomparably worse if Flick had not intervened...”304 This statement and similar ones
Flick himself made during the trial presented him as righteous in his behavior toward
Jews and were meant as a reply to this specific issue. The main argument of the
attorney did not involve his client’s attitudes toward Jews and stated that Flick was
unfortunate to live under a government that compelled him and others to commit
impious and iniquitous acts. “This was their tragedy, but not their guilt.”305
A similar pattern appeared in the trial of the major war criminals in Nuremberg
(November 1945 to October 1946). Also this trial was not focused on the role of the
defendants in the Holocaust. The International Military Tribunal prosecuted the
defendants on one or more of four indictments: 1) participation in a plan or conspiracy
for the accomplishment of crimes against peace, 2) planning, initiating, and waging
wars of aggression and other crimes against peace, 3) committing war crimes, and 4)
Goldensohn. See Leon Goldensohn, The Nuremberg Interviews (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004),
386-394.
304
Trials of War Criminals before the Nuremberg Military Tribunals under Control Council Law No.
10, Vol. 6 (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1952), 133. And see also Flick’s
testimony on pages 604-637.
305
Trial of War Criminals before the Nuremberg Military Tribunals, Vol. 6, 115.

101
committing crimes against humanity. The persecution of Jews did not constitute a
distinct category of prosecution and was mostly discussed in the frame of crimes
against humanity, which was a most ambiguous category that denounced the crimes
from a universal standpoint and did not judge them as crimes against a specific
group.306 Nevertheless, the prosecution presented several documents portraying the
brutalities in the concentration camps and the mass murder of Jews in order to
confront the defendants with their shared or personal guilt in the persecution of the
Jews.
Also here the defendants’ reactions varied and depended on the specific
accusations and on the convictions and strategies of each of them. But practically all
of them stated that they knew nothing of the crimes, and even Ernst Kaltenbrunner,
Heydrich’s successor in the SS, argued that he only followed orders and was not
aware of the scale of the crimes.307 The Soviet-licensed newspaper Berliner Zeitung
remarked accordingly on October 26, 1945:
Having now heard the testimony of more than half of the defendants, one could
get the impression from their words that the inmates of the concentration camp
had themselves carried out the selections for the gas chambers, ordered
themselves to march into the chambers, themselves turned on the gas and
obediently choked to death, or had in Belsen beaten and bestially mistreated
themselves […] and shot themselves. All these villainous organizers of mass
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extermination claim to not have been there at all, in fact they were practically
benefactors of the inmates.”308
The defendants’ self-presentation as benefactors of the persecuted appeared, for
instance, in the testimony of Hermann Göring, who was the most prominent Nazi
leader tried. Göring claimed to have objected to the deeds of “real antisemites” such as
Goebbels, and described his own alleged attempts to prevent violence against Jews,
arguing that he did not know of the mass murder of the Jews and the atrocities against
civilians. At the same time he relativized the Jews’ status as victims and argued that
they had to be separated politically and culturally from the German Volk to which they
brought damage.309 Göring portrayed himself as a benefactor of the persecuted also in
relation to other groups. When asked about his part in creating concentration camps in
1933-1934, he stated that once he had heard that Ernst Thälmann, the incarcerated
leader of the German Communist Party (KPD), was beaten, he interfered in the
inmate’s favor and cordially replied to the inquiries of Thälmann’s wife.310 All these
statements were supposed to present Göring as corroborating with the moral standards
of the court.
Also other defendants expressed their embrace of a universal morality, using
philosemitic language and claims on having objected the anti-Jewish measures. We
can see this in the testimony of general Alfred Jodl, chief of operations at the Armed
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Forces High Command,311 and in the trials of other Wehrmacht generals, who reported
on their protests on the killing of Jews and other civilians by the SS and SD.312
A defendant who addressed the mass killing of Jews more extensively than
others and reported on his assistance to Jews was Hans Fritzsche. Fritzsche was head
of the news division in the Nazi Propaganda Ministry and a popular radio
commentator, who was charged with contributing to the Nazis’ militaristic and
antisemitic agitation. Accordingly, an important part of his defense concentrated,
firstly, on proving that he was unaware of the mass murder of Jews and thus could not
have campaigned for it, and secondly, that he himself assisted Jews in need:
FRITZSCHE: On several occasions Jews or relatives or friends of Jews
appealed to me because of discrimination or arrests. A large number of nonJews also did this as my name has become well-known to the public. Without
exception, I made their pleas my own and tried to help through various offices
such as the RSHA, through the personnel section of my Ministry, through
individual ministers or Gauleiter, et cetera.
DR. FRITZ [Fritzsche’s attorney]: Why did you turn to so many different
authorities and offices?
FRITZSCHE: Very many requests were involved, and if my name had
appeared too often at the same office its effectiveness would have been
exhausted very quickly.313
Fritzsche’s attorney also presented the court with three sworn statements that testified to the
pro-Jewish activity of his client.314
311

Jodl proclaimed that he had Jewish acquaintances and claimed he had reported infamous actions
(Schandtaten) of the SS to Hitler (who then allegedly acted against them) and also protested the killing
of American POWs as well as other atrocities. Der Prozess gegen die Hauptkriegsverbrecher vor dem
Internationalen Militärgerichtshof, Nürnberg 14. November 1945 – 1. Oktober 1946, Band 15
(Nürnberg: Internationaler Militär-Gerichtshof, 1948), 327-328.
312
Valerie Geneviève Hébert, Hitler’s Generals on Trial: The Last War Crime Tribunal at Nuremberg
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2010), 99-127, 189-190.
313
Trial of the Major War Criminals before the International Military Tribunal, Vol. 9, 272-278, 652.

104
The defendants were more than willing to repeat their stories of friendship with
and assistance to Jews also outside the courtroom setting. They had the opportunity to
do so with Gustave M. Gilbert,315 an American psychologist and with Leon
Goldensohn, an American psychiatrist.316 In 10 out of 19 cases, the defendants told
Goldensohn of their objection to antisemitism and their deeds for Jews.317 Hjalmar
Schacht, who was Germany’s minister of the economy up to 1937, told Goldensohn
that he had Jewish friends, and that he regrets the loss of Jews to German culture and
society. This last argument became a classic in the arsenal of philosemitism.
Goldensohn asked Schacht whether he ever opposed antisemitism in public, and
Schacht said he did, but unfortunately no documents could support his claim. When
Goldensohn noted in disbelief that it does not seem that Schacht was disturbed by the
antisemitic measures in the economic sphere, Schacht replied: “I stayed in the Hitler
government […] because I felt that at least one honest man in that government might
serve as a check on Hitler.” Goldensohn commented that Schacht is not the only
person that used this line of argument.318 And indeed, in the postwar years many
Germans made this claim in order to portray themselves as moral individuals.
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The word that Germans often used in making such an argument was anständig
(decent). We have seen in the first chapter how Nazi leaders such as Goebbels, Ley,
and Himmler criticized those Germans who did not want anything bad to happen to
“their decent Jews.” In its postwar use, the word “decent” served the same basic
purpose of distinguishing certain individuals from a group, but this time it aimed to
draw a boundary between the criminal Nazis and the decent “ordinary Germans.”319 It
was used to either designate the majority of Germans as moral, as in the testimony of
the Wehrmacht’s supreme commander Wilhelm Keitel in Nuremberg, who argued
“that the large mass of our brave soldiers were really decent,”320 or to maintain one’s
morality even while being in an immoral Nazi environment. Even Germans, whose
direct involvement in the Holocaust was undeniable, sometimes depicted themselves
as innocent using this word. This can be seen in the case of Franz Stangl, the
commander of the death camp Treblinka, who argued years after the war that while he
had to obey orders, on an interpersonal level he was still a decent person.321
Establishing one’s decency was especially relevant in the denazification
procedures, which aimed to discover one’s internal attitudes and “true” moral
inclination. Also there we find persons combining a claim on their morality with a
claim on rescuing Jews by asserting, for example, “I protected Jews and treated them
with decency.”322 In denazification procedures, those Germans that the Allies arrested
in the first phase of occupation or dismissed from their jobs, and those who applied for
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public employment or a position in the military authorities,323 were required to
demonstrate that while they may have been “nominal” members of the Nazi party or
its associated organizations, they have internally opposed the Nazi ideology. On
several occasions the suspected Germans merely needed to present written evidence
supporting their cases, whereas in others they were also required to stand in front of
special courts (Spruchkammer) that decided on the classification of their personal
guilt.324
In my archival research I looked at hundreds of denazification files in regional
and national archives located in Berlin,325 Koblenz,326 Hanover,327 and Munich328 that
covered parts of the Soviet, French, British, and American occupation zones,
respectively. The number of the denazification procedures reached over a million and
any attempt at a comprehensive account would be impossible. Yet after comparing my
findings with studies that dealt with the personal denazification in different areas I can
safely say that statements on having close personal relations with and saving the lives
of Jews appear in all occupation zones, and in the files of Germans of different age,
political status, and social background.
Statements on rescuing Jews in the denazification procedures were uttered in
the written and oral statements of the defendants on themselves, as well as in sworn
statements that third party persons wrote about them. In some cases, former Nazi
functionaries based a significant portion of their defense on proving that they actively
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protected Jews from Nazi persecution.329 But defendants often preferred not to speak
at length of any specific deeds, and elaborated instead on their decent character and
on their liberal or Christian socialization. Their implicit claim was that a decent, polite
person who grew up with humanistic values could not have had any direct contact
with Nazi criminality.330 One of the main concepts they employed to characterize their
behavior was Mensch (human being), a word that symbolized the universal-humanistic
message of the Enlightenment and articulated an opposition to Nazi racial inequality.
Mensch and menschlich (human/e) became major components in the postwar moral
struggle and appeared in numerous anti-Nazi publications, as well as in the fourth
indictment of the Nuremberg Trials, crimes against humanity (Menschlichkeit), that
became a standard moral and legal category.331
Members of Nazi institutions who participated in the persecution of the Jews
found an abstract category such as menschlich especially useful in distinguishing their
behavior from that of their colleagues. Thus former SA, SS, and Gestapo members
stated that they always acted as human beings (“immer als Mensch gehandelt”),
exhibited “correct and decent behavior,” and did all in their power to “guarantee a
humane (menschlich) treatment of the inmates.”332 Mensch and menschlich thus
functioned both as statements on one’s moral character and as an (at least implicit)
assertion on helping the persecuted.
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An additional abstract concept that Gestapo men used to distinguish
themselves from their organization’s criminality without giving accurate details that
might be difficult to prove was “friendship with Jews.” As in menschlich and
anständig, also this concept was rooted in Nazi morality’s attitude toward Jews. Also
here the dichotomous character of Nazi morality allowed Germans to simply reverse
the concept’s value from negative to positive without changing its basic meaning.
Thus a Gestapo member in charge of “Jewish affairs” in Bremen asserted before a
denazification court that his “friendliness toward Jews” (Judenfreundlichkeit) caused
him to save some of his town’s Jews and asked to be acknowledged as a resistance
fighter.333
Establishing one’s friendship or family relations with Jews was not only
important for Gestapo and SS men (and women334). Having close contacts with Jews
played a role also in the statements of Germans who wanted to work for the
Spruchkammer and participate in the denazification trials of fellow Germans. In order
to demonstrate her complete rejection of Nazi ideology, Klara K., the chairperson of
such a court in a small Bavarian town, wrote on April 1948 on her marriage with a
Jewish man, the continued “friendly relations” with his Jewish family after their
divorce in 1930, and on the loss of her job in 1933 due to these relations.335 Otto M.,
the prosecutor in another court in a smaller town in Bavaria, reported not only on
maintaining personal and business relations with Jews throughout the Nazi period, but
also on having assisted Jews to gain documents with which they could flee
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Germany.336 Also here the assertion of one’s morality included both continued (long
term) attitudes toward Jews and specific (short term) actions of assisting them to
escape Nazi persecution.
We can see how in the postwar years individual Germans reproduced and
negated not only the main concepts of the Nazi campaigns that aimed to separate the
Jews from Aryan Volksgenossen, but also the main elements of these campaigns
(which we explored in the first chapter). Thus buying from Jews or doing businesses
with them, marrying Jews and keeping family relations with them, as well as
friendship with Jews functioned in denazification settings as positive rather than
negative markers of morality. The same applied also to the final element of the Nazis’
attempted racial separation, i.e. going to Jewish doctors. For example, Martha W., a
Berliner salesperson and member of the Nazi party, appealed to the denazification
court in 1946 to classify her as a mere nominal party member, stating: “During this
period [1941] I allowed myself to be treated by the physician Prof. F., who lived on
Bergstrasse, Berlin-Neukölln. This physician was Jewish.”337 The same practices that
only a few months before threatened to exclude Germans from the moral community
of the Volk became honorary activities after the war’s end that integrated them into the
moral humanistic community that the Allies reintroduced into Germany.
Much of the evidence that defendants presented to prove their internal
opposition to Nazism included sworn attestations on the moral convictions and
behavior of the persons involved. The denazification courts themselves urged the
public to produce these testimonies in order to assist in the search for justice.338 Yet
these attestations were quickly known as “Persil-notes” (Persilscheine – “Persil” being
a common brand of detergent) because they helped to whitewash the records of Nazis.
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Those Germans who joined the Nazi party in order to improve their lives, now felt a
mutual need and responsibility to overcome the persecution of Nazi party members,
and even people who resented the regime often succumbed to the pressure of their
neighbors.339
As Susanne Beer notes, some Germans tried to gain Persilscheine also from
those non-Jewish Germans who were known to hide Jews. Also here social pressure
had its influence, and while some German rescuers stubbornly resisted it, others did
produce fraudulent Persilscheine in order to avoid tensions with the community and
allow lower rank Nazis to participate in the rebuilding of Germany.340
The certificates that Jews and other victims of the Nazis produced were
especially sought for. In some occasions, Nazi Germans tried to attain Persilscheine
by way of extortion,341 while in others former victims were happy to show their
appreciation to those individuals who contributed to their survival. In any case,
whether or not the attestations reflect the actual deeds of the defendants is difficult to
ascertain. But what we can say is that the statements of former victims of Nazi
persecution show the same basic notions that appeared in the arguments of the
defendants, i.e. buying from Jews, contacts with Jews and “mixed Jews,” a Christian
socialization, and a non-Nazi attitude. These are exemplified in a letter from
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December 1948 to the denazification committee of Karl S., who lived in a small town
in western Germany:
Herr Karl S. […] never behaved as a Nazi. While he was in the SA and the
[Nazi] Party, he always tolerated his wife’s shopping in our business, although
my mother, the owner of the business, was Jewish. For many years he was also
with me in the church choir, despite of the fact that as a party member he was
ordered not to foster friendly contacts with a Mischling.342
Oftentimes it seems that defendants asked those who testified for them to stress certain
aspects and perhaps also concepts that would convince the court. We find this taking
place, for example, in the case of Johannes W., a physician from Berlin, who asked to
renew his license based on his help to Jewish patients, in spite of his position in the
SA. His file includes three similar attestations in which Jewish survivors praise the
medical and humane help he gave their families, and one that also mentions the
doctor’s efforts to save Jews from Nazi persecution.343 Thus emerged an exchange
between the persecuted (Jews and non-Jews), the German population, and the Allies as
part of the same moral and judicial discussion.
This moral and judicial discussion provided formulas that contributed to the
acquittal of many former Nazi officeholders and to what some critical voices in
Germany saw as the failure of denazification as a whole. We thus find articles that
criticize the inflational and apologetic use of Menschlichkeit and its related
concepts,344 and express indignation regarding former Nazis who now present
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themselves as resistance fighters and rescuers of Jews.345 One critic added with irony:
“We know that each and every one of them actually deserves a commendation for
their manful good deeds to Jewish friends.”346
As the years progressed and the Cold War became the main priority of the
Allies, the denazification came to a halt. In the newly established West Germany, the
final cases were closed with acquittals in 1952 and in East Germany this happened
gradually when former Nazis joined the ruling party (SED) and could start anew. But
the extensive public attention that the procedures and the Nuremberg Trials
received347 nevertheless established the foundations for a public debate that continued
into the trials of the 1960s and 1970s.348 At the same time, however, much of the
discussion around the trials focused on the unfair and inefficient “victors’ justice” and
presented the “little Nazis” and the German society as a whole as victims of the
Allies.349 Donald Bloxham sees some of the reasons for this in the trials themselves
that “did little to clarify conceptualizations of Nazi criminality in the public sphere
anywhere.”350 That assisting Jews or having contacts with them became common
formulas for self-acquittal in the postwar years was an unintended outcome of the
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trials and denazification procedures. But as we shall see in the next sections and
chapters, these formulas were not restricted to courtroom settings alone.351

Rescue and Solidarity between Experience and Autobiographical Writing
We have seen so far how non-Jewish Germans claimed to have helped Jews as
part of a calculated attempt to present themselves to the Allies in a positive manner.
But I will show that a significant portion of postwar references to rescuing Jews in the
Germanys were not simply exculpatory, but also emanated from particular experiences
and relations between Jews and non-Jews during and after the war. Let us examine the
connection between these relations and the publications on rescue from the end of the
war until the early 1960s.
In examining whether the statements on close relations between Jews and nonJewish Germans reflected reality, we must first examine their wartime experiences and
postwar situation. After the war, most of the Jews found in Germany were not German
citizens before 1933 (German Jews were 15,000 from about 250,000 Jews in 1945/6),
but rather East European Jews that were either liberated on German soil or escaped
pogroms in their home countries. Many of these Jews went through Nazi
concentration and death camps, lost most of their family members, and were waiting
in camps for Displaced Persons (DPs – in the American and British zones) for an
opportunity to leave for Palestine or other countries. They hardly tried to integrate into
the German society and practiced Yiddish and Hebrew cultural and social activities.352
Many German Jews, in contrast, survived within Germany in “privileged marriages”
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(with Aryan partners), in hiding, or with false identities. Jews who survived within
Germany often owed their lives to individual non-Jewish Germans or to entire
networks of rescue.353 Their attitudes on whether to continue living in Germany
divided between those whom Atina Grossmann calls “reconciliationists,” who wanted
to stay and build a new democratic society, and those who saw in the good deeds of a
German minority an evidence for the moral failure of the majority.354
The approaches of non-Jewish Germans to Jews after the war were another
important element in defining personal relations of Jewish survivors with their
German surroundings. While in the first year or so under Allied occupation,
antisemitism in public statements has diminished considerably, by the late 1940s a
new wave of anti-Jewish sentiments emerged in the German population and with it
cases of cemeteries’ desecrations, insults, and harassment of Jews. Aimed especially at
the Eastern Jews in the DP camps, this antisemitism drew on Nazi stereotypes
combined with the new conditions after the war.355 The mere presence of Jewish
survivors in Germany constituted a reminder to the crimes of the Nazi regime and to
collective accusations against Germans and aroused bitterness. Furthermore,
[Non-Jewish] Germans resented the benefits granted their former neighbors by
the Allies and muttered about Jewish “revenge” driving war crimes trials and
denazification measures. Jews in turn were outraged that defeated Germans
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profited from “aryanized” homes and businesses while they had to struggle for
minimal restitution.356
Mutual distrust caused especially Displaced Persons to restrict their contacts with nonJews to necessary economic exchanges. At least in the first generation of those
survivors who stayed in Germany, friendship and marriage were exceptional.357 Some
Jews continued to maintain a sense of separation and suspicion even to their nonJewish acquaintances, as one Jewish survivor (originally from Krakow) stated in the
late 1980s: “If you meet somebody in a restaurant, fine—but I don't go to their homes
and they don't come to mine.”358 Also among those Jewish and non-Jewish Germans
who stayed in contact throughout or tried to restore their friendship from before the
war, there were difficulties of understanding each other. Members of each side tended
to seal themselves in their own sense of collective suffering, which made it difficult to
accept the pain of others.359
In some cases there were conscious or unconscious attempts to reconcile
antagonistic feelings and reestablish a German-Jewish dialogue through “mixed
marriages.” We thus find non-Jewish German women who lost their husbands in the
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war and started a relationship with Jewish men.360 But also here the distinct memories
of suffering could rarely be bridged and marriages often ended in divorce.361 The
situation was frequently not better even in cases of non-Jews who saved the lives of
Jews. The continuous stress of living together for months or years under constant
threat to all participants caused quite a few of the individuals involved to cut all
personal connections after the war.362
But there were also other cases. The personal relations and emotional
connections that Jews and non-Jews nurtured during the persecution did not always
come to a halt. Many survivors continued to communicate with their former
benefactors, even those who left Germany or settled on the “wrong” side of the Iron
Curtain.363 Those Jews who owed their lives to Oskar Schindler, for example,
continuously supported him with gifts during his postwar financial failures.364 Some
survivors invited their former rescuers to their new homes abroad and made great
efforts to award them with tokens of public appreciation.365 Such initiatives usually
took place on a personal level, from the rescued to the rescuer, thus articulating the
survivors’ commitment and gratitude to the persons who helped save their lives. In
contrast, acts of gratitude on a collective or communal level were rather rare in
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Germany of the first postwar decade. This can be explained as a reluctance to portray
Germans as a whole in a too positive and philosemitic image, which was something
that the Persilscheine anyway did. Thus many Jewish survivors rejected a
reconciliation with “the Germans” (since now they often identified themselves as
“Jews in Germany” rather than “German Jews”) as a whole based on the deeds of the
rescuers: “With those, who inflicted this suffering upon us, there is no reconciliation,
and with those, who stood by us and suffered with us, there is nothing to
reconcile…”366
The widespread tendency of Jews not to present all Germans as rescuers
expresses itself in the public statements of the Jewish communities. From the 1940s to
at least the early 1950s, in the rather rare instances in which a Jewish community’s
newspaper introduced a German rescuer to its readers, the article often combined
praise to the individual person with dissatisfaction with the actions of most Germans.
Such was the case, for example, in a 1950 report in Allgemeine, the official newspaper
of the Jewish communities in West Germany, on the visit of the priest Hermann Maas
in the state of Israel. This article on Maas, honoring the person who helped rescue
many Jews, is titled “a good ambassador of Germany” and ends with the following:
“One can only think with melancholy on where Germany and the Germans would
stand today, had Dean Maas been the prototype of the German in the last few
decades.”367
But Jews who pursued a more reconciliatory stance did hope that German
rescuers would become the prototypes for the postwar German society. They saw in
these rescuers’ actions a proof for the fallacy of German collective guilt and thus for
the continuation of coexistence even under the Nazi regime, and merged this general
366
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message with their own personal gratitude to their benefactors. Max Krakauer’s 1947
memoir Lights in the Darkness: Flight and Rescue of a Jewish Couple in the Third
Reich, does exactly that.368 Krakauer depicts in this book his and his wife’s Ines
experiences during the Third Reich. It focuses on the period from early 1943 to the
end of the war, in which a large network of non-Jews from different parts of Germany
assisted the couple to escape the Gestapo.
After summarizing the different stages of persecution, including the boycott on
April 1933, loss of property and profession, Kristallnacht, forced labor, wearing the
yellow star, and the begin of deportations from Berlin (where the couple resided),
Krakauer writes:
Now I come to the part of our experience under the Nazi regime that was the
actual motivation for these notes. They are meant to show that in Germany of
those years, which presented itself to the outside observer so totally in the
clothes of the murderer, there were still a whole number of individuals,
families, and institutions that risked their own lives and their relatives’
existence, partially under deprivations and strains, and took on themselves to
aid two human beings that the Gestapo persecuted and chased. And that was
infinitely difficult! Much more difficult than one commonly believes, since the
denunciationness (Denunziantentum) in Germany at the time sprawled more
abundantly than the weed on the field. Never could we, or others, who know of
this noble attitude repay those who rescued us from the claws of Himmler’s
henchmen. And I know that they do not seek that, since they acted not for
earthly reward or thanks but out of human kindness and Christian mercy (aus
Menschenliebe und christlicher Barmherzigkeit) and because they wanted to
act in the face of God and their conscience in order to ease or make good the
368
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bitter injustice committed on people, whose sole offence was that they were of
Jewish descent. In doing so, they risked their lives. They were the merciful
Samaritans in the Third Reich.369
I quoted this section at length because it displays the strong emotional commitment
and gratitude of the Krakauers to their helpers. The book itself became a medium
through which to express this gratitude, and the couple gave several of their rescuers a
copy of the book with a personal dedication.370
Max Krakauer did not relieve all Germans from the responsibility for the
persecution of the Jews and spoke of the widespread denunciations among the German
society (“the sprawling weed”). He also described various situations in which some
Germans who assisted them did so reluctantly. Nevertheless, the majority of
individuals and families he told about demonstrated their willingness to assist these
two as well as other Jews they did not know personally and treated them with
benevolence. After describing a case in which a person they never met before went to
the police to validate a fake identification card for the two, placing himself and his
family in danger, Krakauer wrote:
There were also such human beings (Es gab auch solche Menschen) in
Germany of the year 1944, and I must stress that in order to counter the thesis
according to which all Germans were Nazis, [and] that all Germans approved
of everything that took place in Hitler’s Germany. What we experienced […]
are powerful proofs of the opposite.371
Although Krakauer rejects the notion of a German collective guilt, we should not
ignore the emotional involvement that led to his account and dismiss it as a mere
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attempt to arouse sympathy among the German population. Furthermore, “Es gab
auch solche” (a formulation that we shall return to in chapter four) does not excuse the
entire German population, but looks for a balance and focuses on the hope that these
individuals embody. Also the metaphor of “Lights in the Darkness” in the book’s title
implies a (religious) moral redemption in an overwhelming presence of the darkness,
not of goodness.
The majority of the Krakauers’ helpers were members of the Confessing
Church, a segment of the Protestant congregation in Germany that opposed the Nazi
regime’s attempt to “coordinate” the Churches. While the members of this Church
were not always resistant to antisemitism, some of them acted illegally to hide and
rescue Jews. In the book’s conclusion, Krakauer thanks the Protestant Bishop
Theophil Wurm for his condemnation of the persecution of Jews “that enabled his
priests to accept us as they did.”372 Yet the image that he portrays is too rosy, since
Wurm admitted to having some antisemitic convictions, and in the years after the war
the Protestant Church was still divided between those who held on to anti-Jewish
sentiments and those who wished to fight them. Some of the latter, such as pastor
Heinrich Grüber (to whom we shall return), participated personally in actions to save
Jews.373
Krakauer’s account concentrated on a small section of the German society. In
doing so he offered German readers with a positive section of the recent past that they
could willfully embrace. But Krakauer’s book was also a report on the anxieties,
suffering, and fates of the Jews. That was probably too much for most Germans, who
preferred to focus on their own suffering and not to ask what they have done to help
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the persecuted. The book’s first edition thus printed only 5000 copies and the second
had to wait until 1975.
Other published autobiographies of Jewish survivors from the first postwar
decade presented diverse relationships between persecution, rescue, and survival. But
all shared the basic message on the existence of some “good Germans” who deserve
gratitude within a society indifferent to or supportive of the persecution. The
conclusions that the survivors drew for themselves from these acts of rescue varied.
Some, such as Else Behrend-Rosenfeld who published her diary with the telling title
Ich stand nicht allein (I Did Not Stand Alone), settled in West Germany and continued
to cooperate with her former rescuers.374 Others, such as Jakob Littner, whose memoir
appeared as Aufzeichnungen aus einem Erdloch (Notes from a Hole in the Ground),
left to the U.S.375 In any case, there weren’t a great many such books published in the
occupation zones and later in the new German states. But since many survivors had at
least some help from non-Jews (Germans or others), a certain level of gratitude did
find a place in their autobiographies,376 as well as in radio interviews with Jewish
survivors.377 In any case, the books received a rather limited attention and were
discussed mostly in circles of Jewish-Christian reconciliation.378
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For many Jewish survivors the real rescuers were the Allied troops who ended
the war and liberated them from the camps. In their words of thanks, survivors often
articulated a sense of humanistic emancipation regarding the soldiers “who returned us
to human life and endowed us with what we were denied of for years: human
dignity.”379 The portrayal of the Allies as the humane liberators had also important
political functions, since it both pronounced the moral and educational authority of the
occupiers and incorporated the population to the respective Cold War powers. For
Jews living in East Germany this meant that since the late 1940s in commemorating
the persecution of the Jews and the war’s end they simultaneously protested the recent
antisemitic incidents, commemorated the Soviet liberation from the Nazis, and linked
themselves to antifascist Germans who embraced the campaigns of the (East)
“German-Soviet friendship.”380
Also those non-Jewish Germans who underwent persecution in the Third Reich
conceived the Allied occupation as a moment of liberation. Some of them shared
similar experiences of suffering with Jews in concentration camps or exile and these
sometimes led to a mutual acknowledgment, support, and cooperation after the war.
Especially well researched is the case of Paul Merker, the communist activist who
spent years in the Mexican exile with Jews and later publicly reflected on the need for
reparation and recognition of their suffering.381 Germans who shared such experiences
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of oppression and persecution produced some of the first autobiographical
publications that included solidarity with and help to Jews.
Autobiographical writing of those who opposed and denounced Nazism
flourished in occupied Germany, with the encouragement of the Allies, who saw in
such publications important vehicles for reeducating the German population.382 In
most cases, references to helping Jews in these writings were minor. Solidarity,
however, was a major theme especially in texts that former concentration camp
inmates wrote. While the reality in the camps was more conflict-laden than inmates
were usually willing to admit,383 solidarity allowed for a dichotomous moral image
and gave many the feeling that not all humanity and hope were taken from them.384
A published diary that paid much attention to solidarity and help toward Jews
is Ruth Andreas-Friedrich’s Der Schattenmann (The Shadow Man).385 AndreasFriedrich worked as a journalist and writer in Berlin throughout the Nazi period. She
was active in the resistance group “Uncle Emil,” which gave refuge to Jews, political
activists, and resistance fighters.386 She tells the story of this group in her diary, which
includes hiding “Jewish friends” in her apartment during Kristallnacht, helping them
prepare for emigration, providing food to the elderly Jews who stayed behind, etc.
Andreas-Friedrich portrays many instances in which the Jews present their tragedy
382
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using their own words,387 and refers to the diary as a memorial for them and the
resistance.388 With her dramatization of many episodes and the dominant commitment
to life that inhabits the diary as a whole,389 Andreas-Friedrich attempted to arouse
sympathy with the Jews and advocate the need for moral responsibility.
Despite the relevance of these moral and commemorative messages to the
German public at the time, Andreas-Friedrich’s initial intention was actually to
publish the diary abroad. She had it translated into English and published in New York
in 1947 under the title Berlin Underground 1938-1945.390 Addressing international
audiences was to act as a proof for the existence of an “other Germany” that was not
synonymous with the Nazis. In a later edition of the diary, she explicitly says that her
main effort was “to send the manuscript to the place where it could mostly convince:
to America.”391 The publication in Germany was the idea of the publisher Peter
Suhrkamp, who had a humanistic religious background and believed in a cultural
enlightenment as a way to prevent another German catastrophe.392
As we can see, there were various reasons for the publication of non-Jewish
autobiographical writings that addressed solidarity with and help to Jews. The reasons
include the authors’ shared experience with the Jews and thus a personal commitment
to commemorate the victims, as well as an “enlightening” message aimed to Germany
or the world. We find these basic notions not only in West German autobiographies,
387
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but also in memoirs that rescuers published in the Soviet occupation zone. These
include the 1949 book of the prison priest Harald Poelchau, and the articles of Helene
Jacobs and Gertrud Staewen in the Berlin Protestant periodical Unterwegs from
1947.393 All three put forward a notion of Christian duty and charity toward all
humans.
An additional reason for mentioning assistance to Jews was personal apology.
As in the case of the trials and denazification procedures, those who used this strategy
felt the need to publicly portray themselves as moral. Most of them did not oppose the
regime, but rather benefited from it in various ways. A revealing example is that of
Ursula von Kardorff, a journalist who worked in several Nazi newspapers and became
critical of the regime during the final war years. Kardorff published her diary only in
1962, but revised the original text already in 1947. According to Peter Hartl, who
compared the original diary notes to the book, the published version contains passages
to which there is no sign in the original manuscript. To these late additions belong
practically all references that describe her own and her family’s friendly attitudes
toward and help to Jews.394 We cannot know whether she lied about these
occurrences, then the reason for their omission from the original entries could have
been fear that the notes might fall to the Gestapo (although the original diary does
contain a few regime critical comments that were just as risky). The significant issue
is, however, that she found it important to integrate these references into her published
diary. Did she attempt to present herself and her family as active opponents of the
regime?
393

Harald Poelchau, Die letzten Stunden: Erinnerungen eines Gefängnispfarrers (Berlin: Verlag Volk
und Welt, 1949); Helene Jacobs, „Illegalität aus Verantwortung. Dr. Franz Kaufmann zum Gedächtnis,“
Unterwegs 3 (1947): 10-19; Gertrud Staewen, „Bilder aus der Arbeit der illegalen Judenhilfe,“
Unterwegs 3 (1947): 20-27.
394
Ursula von Kardorff, Berliner Aufzeichnungen 1942-1945, unter Verwendung der OriginalTagebücher neu herausgegeben und kommentiert von Peter Hartl (München: C.H. Beck, 1992). Hartl
shows that the additions often followed notes she made in her calendar and in letters, and that she also
drew on her own and others’ postwar recollections.

126
There is no doubt that many other Germans who incorporated references
(regardless how minor) into their autobiographies in which they depict themselves as
friends and rescuers of Jews did have such an apologetic intention. Unlike the victims
of the regime or resistance fighters who were the first to publish their memoirs and
diaries, those who had more to hide published their autobiographies after the
foundation of the two German states, when the restrictive publishing regulations of the
Allies were no longer valid. Their main goal was to justify their actions before, during,
and after the Nazi years. Autobiographies of politicians tended to explain away
political mistakes and claim not to have known about the Nazi crimes, those of
generals argued they acted according to the rules of warfare and in defense of the
homeland, and other public figures either emphasized the apolitical nature of their
activities or claimed to have opposed the regime in one way or another. Only a
minority employed their memoirs for critical self-reflection.395
As part of this exculpating tendency, some autobiographers explicitly stated in
the 1950s that they helped Jews or took pride of occasions in which Nazis denounced
them as Judenfreunde.396 These were often very short references that enabled their
authors not to dwell on questions of personal or collective responsibility. Some
autobiographers, however, addressed the question of rescuing Jews by claiming that it
was impossible – an argument that was common also in oral communication.397 In his
1951 bestseller autobiography, Der Fragebogen (The Questionnaire) from West
Germany, Ernst von Salomon even asserted that “no one could have helped the Jews,
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since any help would only risk them further.”398 This argument is probably based on
the assumption that when caught, the Jews could have also been convicted of
associating with Aryans, and enables to portray inaction as morally motivated.
But as in the Nuremberg Trials and in the denazification procedures,
autobiographers often preferred simply to argue that they did not know about the mass
killing of the Jews and focused on claiming they had close relations with Jews and
assisted them during the period of non-violent persecution (i.e. up to 1938). This basic
pattern continued to appear especially in West German memoirs published in the
1960s, 1970s, and later. Let us look at a few famous examples. Albert Speer, Hitler’s
architect and last armament minister, published his memoirs in 1969 after his release
from prison. In them he spoke of his fascination with Hitler’s personality, but
promised his readers: “I was not an anti-Semite; rather, I had Jewish friends from my
school days and university days.”399 Veit Harlan, Goebbels’s favorite director who
made the antisemitic film Jud Süß (1940) and aroused public contempt after the war,
presented his perspective in a memoir from 1966.400 He portrayed his family
background in philosemitic terms, and reported on mitigating the antisemitic message
of his infamous film (which he allegedly did not want to direct) and on employing
people of Jewish descent or Aryans who were married to Jews.401 In her 1987
autobiography, Leni Riefenstahl, another famous Nazi filmmaker, also took pride of
her Jewish staff members and forgot to mention those she disowned for the sake of her
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career.402 Riefenstahl also reprinted several Persilscheine when reporting on her
denazification. In one of them, an acquaintance stated: “Before the entire world I can
demonstrate her attitude in favour of and not against Jews […]. Very few people
know, for example, that she kept her Jewish physician,” under the Nazi regime.403
Autobiographical writing during (diaries) and after (memoirs) major events
enable people to both cope with historical change and place themselves within
something bigger than themselves. Autobiography promises its readers an insight into
history, which is both private and collective, since it opens up new perspectives and
experiences for others to share. These basic functions of autobiography have a
tradition in Germany that goes back to the “memoir boom” at the turn of the century
and the written experiences of WWI.404 But in post-1945 Germany, autobiographical
texts had additional functions. In the first years they were incorporated into the
reeducation policies of the Allies and served especially victims of the Nazis as
channels to report on what parts of the population were not willing to believe or
confront.405
In writing about rescue, both Jewish and non-Jewish autobiographers
commemorated their suffering and loss, but also expressed their gratitude and
presented a world of solidarity and human relations that was hidden from the public.
Unlike them, from the 1950s onward much of the autobiographical writing of non-
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Jewish Germans aimed to correct the images that the denazification procedures and
early trials presented. It seems that most of these memoirs appeared in West Germany,
where former Nazi officials could more easily reintegrate into society, whereas in East
Germany since the 1960s the state coauthored accounts of “old communists” that
stressed the ideological conviction and accomplishments of the individuals, the party,
and the socialist state.406 As a whole, apart from several accounts that rescuers and
rescued composed, solidarity with and assistance to Jews received no more than a few
lines.407

Collective Rescue in East and West Germany
In the final two sections of this chapter I ask whether references to helping
Jews participated in constructing national and local myths and role models in the two
German states up to and beyond the early 1960s. 1949 witnessed the foundation of the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in the western occupation zones and of the
German Democratic Republic (GDR) in the Soviet occupation zone. Both newly
founded states defined themselves in stark contrast to the Nazi regime’s political
system and its racist ideology. Thus even the East German communists stressed early
on that they envision a democratic state, which they interpreted in socialist terms.408 In
addition, the constitutions of both Germanys open with statements that placed them
within a universal-humanistic narrative. The East German constitution starts with a
promise to “warrant the freedom and rights of human beings,” and the first paragraph
of the West German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) states that “human dignity409 is
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inviolable” (Die Würde des Menschen ist unantastbar).410 In spite of the shared
humanistic impulse, the leaders of each Germany differed in the sources and goals of
their specific humanism. The KPD and later SED (born out of a forced union of the
KPD with the SPD) called for “socialist humanism” or a “humanism of class
conflict,”411 while the FRG’s first chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, wrote retrospectively:
“Only [the] traditional Christian principle could now help us to show the German
people a new political goal, to recall them to a new political life.”412
We have seen by now that in courtroom settings and autobiographies,
individual non-Jewish Germans backed their claims on being humane with references
to assisting Jews. But Germans made similar claims for the same basic purpose also in
political and other public occasions. The main difference of these latter settings from
what we have discussed so far lies in the centrality of the collective relevance of the
argument. In political and public statements one attempted to either make an assertion
regarding the majority of the German population or to establish a certain person as a
moral role model in order to generate popular identification with this person’s
cause.413
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We find examples of the collective argument already in the immediate postwar
period. For example, Willi Fuchs, a member of the CDU in the Soviet occupation
zone, held a radio speech on November 8, 1945 (at the occasion of the anniversary of
Kristallnacht) in which he maintained that “the Christian churches courageously
raised their voice against the racial hatred” and actively helped “wherever they could.”
Fuchs pointed to the tolerance of his Christian party and appealed to the Jewish
survivors to join him in rebuilding Germany.414 The speech reflects the efforts to draw
votes while presenting the Churches as moral authorities by overtly exaggerating their
actions for the persecuted. Calling upon the Jews to join the CDU had an important
symbolic significance, as Hans Habe, editor of Die Neue Zeitung in the American
zone, wrote in August 1946: “The treatment of the Jewish question has become a
symbol of humanity, a symbol of the treatment of all minorities—and thus a question
of the political maturity of a people…”415
Nevertheless, Jews were a small minority in Germany and when Fuchs
delivered his speech the broadcasting time radio stations dedicated to the fate of the
Jews was minor.416 The main concern of the young German states was not the Jews
but how to make former Volksgenossen of the Third Reich into loyal citizens. But
could Germans trust the Federal Republic, when a great portion of them looked
negatively at democracy following the weaknesses of the Weimar Republic?417 And
why would Germans living in the GDR accept a communist regime after years of
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strong anti-communist propaganda and bitter experiences with the Red Army at the
final stages of the war?418 In order to achieve political legitimacy for the new states
and their values, each Germany created myths that offered citizens with ways to find
themselves in it. Political myths are stories that instill past events with meaning and
connect them to the future. Their semiotic articulations reduce the complexity of
events in order to create “concentrated loyalties.”419 As such, these myths are
foundational acts that introduce populations with ways to start anew.420
The postwar need for a new mythical arsenal emanated from the destruction of
the Third Reich that brought with it a de-legitimation of most political myths,
symbols, and identification figures of the German national movements since the
nineteenth century.421 Political myths tied to figures such as Bismarck and Friedrich
the Great, which Hitler presented as his forerunners, were now publicly discredited,
also because in the early postwar years the three men were still popularly conceived as
“the greatest Germans.”422 The western Allies’ condemnation of Prussia as the carrier
of militaristic spirit423 and East Germany’s campaign against monarchic exploitation
enhanced the need for new myths.424
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Yet also newly invented traditions often draw their authority from patterns and
historical examples that the population is supposed to be familiar with, even if they
present a new interpretation of the national tale. As we have mentioned in the first
section of this chapter, the legacy of German humanists, such as Goethe, fulfilled the
role of cultural and moral orientation throughout Germany. Furthermore, the
anniversary of the 1848 revolution was celebrated simultaneously in the western and
eastern sectors of Berlin, in attempts to use this event to claim to the eventual success
of either the progressive powers or bourgeois democracy a hundred years later.425
Presenting such continuities served to display the German nation as an eternal entity at
a time in which, following the Nazi example, nationalism was widely considered as
dubious at best. By portraying Nazism as an alien element or a disease that attacked
the German “soul,” one aimed to avoid a conviction of Germans and their history as a
whole.426 The need for continuous identifications also emerged from the grassroots,
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when people wished to submerge in allegedly apolitical spheres. After 1945 Germans
did so by reviving the idea of the Heimat that allowed for emotional participation and
relief from the consequences of the war and from disturbing thoughts on guilt. In the
GDR of the 1950s this mostly took the form of local festivities that the SED first
tolerated and later embraced, and in the FRG this decade was dominated by
melodramatic Heimat-films.427
The threads of cultural and historical continuities addressed the Nazi past only
indirectly (if at all). As such, while they often accommodated examples of GermanJewish historical coexistence (embodied, for example, in Heine and Lessing), they had
no room for rescuers of Jews. But the central political myths of both Germanys did
address the Nazi past. The main founding principle of the GDR, the antifascist myth,
basically claims
that the GDR was the direct product of a popular anti-Nazi resistance struggle
carried out with tragic loss of life under the leadership of the KPD. The bloody
struggle against Nazism had had a purifying and unifying effect on the new
socialist society emerging in the Soviet Zone of occupation. The SED, as
successor to the KPD, was a thoroughly antifascist party whose credentials in
the German resistance movement provided it with the legitimacy it needed to
assume the leadership of German society.428
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This myth developed to a great extent already in the war years. Soviet authorities and
communist German exiles that returned from Moscow and settled in the eastern
occupation zone did not trust the German population because of its support of Hitler.
Yet as a lesson from the Weimar years, the Soviet authorities and Walter Ulbricht, the
SED’s first secretary up to 1971, decided to utilize a nationalist standpoint that would
both criticize Germans’ previous mistakes and allow the majority of mid to low-level
Nazis to integrate into the new society.429 In this way, former Nazi officials who
joined the SED could retroactively become antifascists.
“Antifascism” depicted the GDR as the “better Germany” also because of the
present and not only the past. The GDR’s understanding of “fascism” was based on
Georgi Dimitrov’s definition from the 1930s, which interpreted it not as an
exceptional historical phenomenon, but as an extreme example of “the power of
finance capital itself.”430 As such, official publications in the GDR denounced West
Germany as a capitalist and thus fascist state. The content and frequency of these
accusations changed throughout the 40 years of the German divide, but the basic
function remained.431
The antifascist legacy of the GDR expressed itself also regarding assistance to
Jews. In some political pamphlets, speeches, and publications that dealt with the Nazi
past, Jewish and non-Jewish communists told their audiences on the KPD’s opposition
against the persecution of the Jews. This narrative started taking shape already during
the war, as is apparent in a communist brochure from 1943 that criticized the German

429

Herf, Divided Memory, 13-39.
Georgi Dimitrov, “The Fascist Offensive and the Tasks of the Communist International in the
Struggle of the Working Class against Fascism,” Main report delivered at the Seventh World Congress
of the Communist International (August 2, 1935).
http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/dimitrov/works/1935/08_02.htm#s2 (accessed May 2012)
431
Münkler, Die Deutschen und ihre Mythen, 421-453; Nothnagle, Building the East German Myth, 93142; Olaf Groehler, „Antifaschismus – vom Umgang mit einem Begriff,“ in idem and Ulrich Herbert,
Zweierlei Bewältigung: Vier Beiträge über den Umgang mit der NS-Vergangenheit in den beiden
deutschen Staaten (Hamburg: Ergebnisse Verlag, 1992), 29-40.
430

136
population for not actively resisting the Nazi boycott and the extermination of the
Jews. Unlike them:
Those who opened their mouths in defense of the Jews had their mouth shut
with clubs. The ‘Judenknechte’, i.e. hundreds of thousands of progressively
thinking Germans, disappeared in concentration camps and were delivered
there to the torturers of the SS and the SA, along with their Jewish brothers.432
As we can see, the text focuses more on the fate of the communists and other
antifascists (“progressively thinking Germans”) because of their standing by the Jews
than on the fate of the Jews themselves. It describes a brotherhood of shared
persecution and reverses the derogatory antisemitic concept Judenknechte (servants of
Jews) in order to establish the morality of the communists.
Solidarity with the Jews was also the main message of a document to which
SED representatives often returned, i.e. a special issue of the communist
newspaper/leaflet Rote Fahne that appeared in November 1938, entitled “Against the
Disgrace (Schmach) of the Jewish Pogroms.” The leaflet contained a declaration by
the central committee of the KPD, which hanged the blame for social distress on
“imperialist criminals” and capitalists and not the Jews. In the text’s opening
paragraph, the communist party saluted the many brave Germans “who tried, under
difficult circumstances, to protest against the Jewish pogroms and render humane
assistance to the persecuted Jews.” It then appealed its readers:
The communist party addresses all communists, socialists, democrats,
Catholics, and Protestants, and all decent and honorable Germans (anständigen

432

Eine Erklärung deutscher Antifaschisten: Zur Frage der Wiedergutmachung des Unrechts an den
Juden, Bundesarchiv Berlin, NY 4266/4. Page 4. The pamphlet was printed in London.

137
und ehrbewussten Deutschen) with the plea: Help our tortured Jewish fellowcitizens with all means! 433
This call for solidarity and mutual help among the persecuted fitted well the
integrative message of the SED in the postwar years, and became a valuable sign of
moral ancestry for the SED. I found references to this text in several speeches and
publications from the 1950s up to the late 1980s.434 It was also included in a 1960
collection of documents that was to demonstrate the resistance of the KPD to
antisemitism and which became a standard text for later historical references to Jews
in the GDR.435 Furthermore, a facsimile copy of the leaflet was exhibited in the Jewish
barracks of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp memorial, inaugurated in 1961.436
In spite of such messages of solidarity and assistance, the public attention
given to Jewish victims in the GDR was not substantial. East German publications,
official statements, and commemorative practices often neglected to mention that
many of the victims were persecuted as Jews, thus privileging class and political
interpretative categories over religion or ethnicity. They depicted the war of
destruction against the Soviet Union and the East European countries as the Nazis’
most severe crime.437 As part of the appeal to the German population, the GDR
considered the (non-Jewish) Germans themselves as victims of Hitler and the war.
While East German history schoolbooks from the 1950s denounced Wehrmacht
433
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soldiers’ pillaging in the occupied countries, many critical examinations of the
soldiers’ behavior gradually disappeared from the books, when “finance capitalism”
and the SS were made the sole explicit culprits.438 The GDR thus gave much more
attention to German suffering and victimhood, which, in the spirit of the Cold War,
concentrated on the American and British bombings of German cities, rather than on
the deeds of the Red Army. German perpetrators did appear in East German depictions
of Nazism, yet mostly in texts that exposed former Nazis who found shelter in the
“fascist” Federal Republic.439
As for West Germany, Political scientist Herfried Münkler argues that unlike
the GDR, the FRG did not have to invest much effort in a political myth, since it
declared itself the legal (though not political) heir of the German state: “The
construction of a legal succession of the German Reich suffices for the claim of
representing all Germans, and otherwise the FRG understood itself as a temporary
arrangement that will only exist until all Germans will freely decide about Germany’s
political order.”440 Münkler points out that it was unclear which story could have
relevant mythical characteristics for the FRG. “Thus there developed primarily an
economic founding myth that emphasized the material wellbeing, which after the war
and postwar period one could only explain as a ‘wonder’.”441 The economic success
narrative and the emphasis on welfare was central to Adenauer’s government, gaining
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it popular support in spite of broad opposition to his other policies, such as the
remilitarization of West Germany.442
The FRG was not very different from its eastern neighbor in defining itself also
in relation to what it is not. The same basic pattern applied to the interpretations of the
Nazi past and their postwar relevance, as well. A prevalent understanding of Nazism
in the Federal Republic (and among its western allies) saw in it a totalitarian regime
that was not very different from the SED state. Just like the concept of antifascism,
totalitarianism identified the current opponent with the former one.443 To fight
perceived threats to the new democracy, the FRG banned first the neo-Nazi Socialist
Reich Party (SRP) and then the western KPD. In order to assure popular approval
Adenauer declared a sweeping rehabilitation of Nazi officeholders, concessions that
did not differ much from Ulbricht and the SED.444
Another similarity between the two young societies was their focus on notions
of German victimhood. The West German myth of the “clean Wehrmacht” was even
more thorough than in the GDR and the state supported portrayals of Germans fleeing
the Red Army and the suffering of German POWs in Soviet camps.445 The polyphony
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of self-critical public statements that characterized the immediate postwar years
dwindled in number by the mid 1950s, when the state consolidated its “politics of the
past” (Vergangenheitspolitik).446 Only seldom did these politics and public depiction
give special attention to Jewish victims, who were depicted as one group among the
many victims, in an era of global war and massive forced migrations.447
Also in West Germany politicians made statements that portrayed Germans as
collectively rescuing Jews. Adenauer, who wanted to demonstrate that the Federal
Republic possesses “the political maturity of a people” (in Habe’s words, above),
presented the Wiedergutmachung (reparation) plan before the West German
parliament (Bundestag). His speech on the topic in September 27, 1951, was his first
(and one of the few) public statement that directly addressed the Holocaust. He stated
that reaching an agreement on restitution with Israel was a “moral, political, and
economic necessity”; a way of showing the Federal Republic’s different character
from Nazi Germany and a price to be paid in order to enter the western alliance.448 His
speech relegated all guilt to “the Nazis” and exonerated the German population:
In an overwhelming majority, the German people abhorred the crimes
committed against the Jews and did not participate in them. During the period
of National Socialism there were many Germans, acting on the basis of
religious belief, the call of conscience, and shame at the disgrace of Germany’s
name, who at their own risk were willing to assist their Jewish fellow citizens.
In the name of the people, however, unspeakable crimes were committed
which require moral and material restitution.449
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The statement received much positive attention in circles of German-Jewish
reconciliation.450 But in spite of this overwhelming acquittal of the majority of
Germans, the international benefits it offered, and the state’s publications that
supported it,451 Adenauer encountered difficulties in approving the reparations and had
to count on the votes of the opposition (the SPD in particular).452 Adenauer’s vague
reference to “many Germans” who assisted Jews made all Germans into possible
rescuers, and thus acted against an official commemorating of individual rescuers. The
chancellor preferred not to commend any specific rescuers by name, probably because
that might have led him to admit that there weren’t so many rescuers after all.

Moral Role Models
Since the leaders of neither the FRG nor the GDR wanted to emphasize the
persecution of the Jews, celebrating German rescuers of Jews made little political
sense. Nevertheless, the new German states definitely needed moral figures of
imitation. The Nazis have corrupted the image of the hero in the service of a genocidal
war, and postwar German intellectuals were looking for moral orientation that did not
turn to traditional military heroism.453 The humane nature of a hero stood at the core
of postwar role models, not his valor or chivalry, and two figures in particular
represented this new tendency: The doctor and the priest.
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The Nuremberg Doctors’ Trial and consecutive trials exposed the public to the
role physicians played in selections and hideous experiments in the camps and in the
Euthanasia, and aroused calls to return to a humane medicine (and science in general).
Postwar accounts that depicted the nation as “sick” argued that also the doctors had to
be healed before a collective cure could be achieved.454 Fiction films on this topic
included doctors examining their morality immediately after the war, comedies on
doctors celebrating life and the family, and thrillers that confronted older physicians
using “Nazi methods” with young and humane doctors.455 In successful West German
novels, autobiographies, and films we find repeated references to humane military
doctors who express the morality of the soldiers on the eastern front and in
captivity,456 and in East German autobiographies, doctors styled themselves as carriers
of humanity.457 In most cases, men fulfilled the role of the doctors, whereas women
appeared in their traditional roles as non-violent, reconciliatory, and caring, bringing
love and compassion to the misguided men.458
The image of the moral priest appeared (unsurprisingly) especially in West
German fictional and autobiographic accounts,459 either as a main or a secondary
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figure. These include the 1950 novella Uneasy Night (Unruhige Nacht) by Albrecht
Goes (and Falk Harnack’s 1958 film adaptation with the same name), and many
others, in which the priest is the person who confronts the protagonists and viewers
with difficult moral questions (in East Germany, this function was given to figures of
experienced communists).460
There were also actual members of the Churches that became known as moral
role models in Germany, either because of their public protests against the Nazis (such
as bishop Galen) as members of the resistance (e.g., Martin Niemöller), and as martyrs
that the Nazis murdered (e.g., the Catholic Max Josef Metzger and the Protestant
Dietrich Bonhoeffer). In several of these cases, assistance to Jews functioned as an
attribute added to a person’s positive character rather than as a main characteristic. An
example appears in a brief newspaper report on Cardinal Michael Faulhaber who in
1949 received the title of an honorary citizen of Munich at the occasion of his
eightieth birthday. According to the text, this title was given to Faulhaber because of
his charitable activity in Munich, and because “He was also active in attaining
emigration possibilities for Jewish fellow citizens, and through his mediation at least
1500 could be brought to safety.”461
Faulhaber, who was also known for several anti-Jewish statements, died as
early as 1952, and did not become a living model for orientation.462 Other Christian
clergypersons, whose pro-Jewish attitudes were flawless and who risked themselves
and suffered while rescuing Jews, fulfilled this function and became local
representatives of humanity. Some of them rarely spoke of their deeds, but these
460
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became known either due to the priests’ moral authority in the denazification
procedures or following publications by the Jews they helped.463 The three most
familiar rescuers were Heinrich Grüber in Berlin (East464 and West), Gertrud Luckner
in Freiburg, and Hermann Maas in Heidelberg.465 They received various honorary
titles, although mostly for their charitable activity in general, and not necessarily for
their rescue of Jews. For example, when newspapers in and around Heidelberg
reported on Maas’s 70th, 75th, and 80th birthdays in 1947, 1952, and 1957, his help to
Jews was only one, and often the smallest element, in his list of accomplishments
before, during, and after the war. General statements commended his “participation in
people’s worries, troubles, and joys and his willingness to find practical solutions to
burning questions of the time.” His “wanting and being obliged to help did not
overwhelm him, but made him stronger,” as he was “thankful for the divine mercy,”
etc.466 The intention of such comments was obviously to portray a model of a good
Christian’s life, and not to address questions of collective guilt or memory. Yet other
articles did emphasize Maas’s role in reconciling Christians and Jews in Germany and
abroad.467 Thus when the mayor of Heidelberg granted Maas the city’s honorary
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citizenship he addressed the minister not as a theologian, but “as a person who assisted
the persecuted in a dark period.”468
In

1954

Maas

was

awarded

the

FRG’s

highest

decoration,

the

Bundesverdienstkreuz, and was probably the only rescuer of Jews to receive this honor
in the state’s first decade.469 Nevertheless, his reputation remained restricted mostly to
local and especially Christian circles. Like his acquaintances, Grüber, who founded a
center that assisted former victims of racial persecution, and Luckner, who established
a journal (Freiburger Rundbrief) dedicated to Christian-Jewish encounters, Maas
continued to be publicly active in the fight against antisemitism and in inter-religious
dialogues.470 A few Jewish survivors joined rescuers (such as Luckner) and took part
in the activities of the Societies for Christian-Jewish Cooperation (Gesellschaften für
christlich-jüdische Zusammenarbeit), whose goal was to foster reconciliation between
Jews and Christians, and which reserved public room in their activities for these moral
authority figures.471
Outside these Christian and local frameworks, rescuers of Jews still living in
the Germanys received practically no public attention. The heroes whose images both
German states chose to nurture were, instead, the members of the resistance against
Hitler. In East Germany, the antifascist myth was based on portraying the resisters,
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and especially the communists, as carriers of a moral legacy to the postwar era.472 In
the Soviet occupation zone, publications and commemorative ceremonies initially
gave room to various resistance groups and victims.473 But by the late 1940s and
following decisions of the SED’s central committee in the early 1950s, a hierarchy of
commemoration consolidated, in which “passive victims” were placed below active
political victims from the working classes.474 A brochure of an exhibition from
January-February 1949 in Halle, the Soviet occupation zone, clearly demonstrates this
hierarchy. The exhibition, created under the auspices of the regional Ministry for
Education, Art, and Science, focused on the communist resistance fighters and used an
anti-capitalist interpretation also when incorporating texts by non-communists (such
as Thomas Mann and Eugen Kogon). Most interesting for our purposes here are the
two plaques that exposed antisemitism as a means for manipulating the masses, and
portrayed the antifascists’ battle as a struggle also against the persecution of Jews.475
The most explicit celebration of communist and socialist resistance fighters as
rescuers of Jews took place in the context of the Buchenwald concentration camp
memorial. We shall explore this issue in chapter four, when examining the
institutionalization of references to rescuing Jews in the GDR since the late 1950s. As
for other resistance groups, following its integrative effort, the SED continued the
wartime slogans (which we encountered in the 1938 call “Against the Disgrace of the
Jewish Pogroms”) of a unity of antifascist powers. This meant that anthologies of the
472
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antifascist struggle depicted even conservative resisters and Christian groups in a
positive manner.476 Furthermore, the GDR wanted to draw educated white-collar
workers (many of whom left to West Germany up to the construction of the Berlin
Wall) to the antifascist myth by commemorating also the bourgeois resistance, and
also these included messages of assistance to and solidarity with Jews. For example, in
fictional depictions such as the theater and radio play Professor Mamlock (Friedrich
Wolf, 1945) and the later film (Konrad Wolf, 1960), the tragic fate of Jewish
bourgeois figures and the loyalty of several Aryan friends offered the educated middle
classes a humanist example with which to identify.477 Such humanist solidarity with
and also help to Jews appeared occasionally also in non-fictional depictions about the
bourgeois resistance.478
In West Germany, the public acceptance of the resistance encountered serious
hindrances. The western Allies were initially uncertain on how to treat the German
resisters, also because in the first postwar years so many Germans anyway claimed to
have opposed Hitler all along.479 After 1949, the Federal Republic attempted to
rehabilitate the resistance from accusations of treason,480 and especially the
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conspirators around the failed attempt at Hitler’s life on July 20th, 1944.481
Nevertheless, many Germans did not change their minds about the resistance. Even
within the Bundeswehr, the West German army founded in 1955, the authorities were
unable to successfully introduce democratic and anti-Nazi role models. Up to the late
1960s, personal attacks against officers associated with the 20th of July were not an
uncommon phenomenon in an army that named military facilities after talented
generals who supported Hitler’s war to the very end.482
Aware of the enduring public reluctance to celebrate the German resisters as
national role models,483 survivors, relatives, and admirers of the opposition in West
Germany advanced an interpretation that underplayed the resistance groups’ diverse
and often non-democratic orientation and looked away from their members’ early
support of Hitler’s policies.484 They portrayed them instead as patriotic, altruistic, and
morally motivated. Thus Inge Scholl, the sister of Hans and Sophie Scholl and the
public authority on the resistance group the White Rose, stated “that their strength did
not grow out of a political drive, but from feelings of humanity (Gefühle der
Menschlichkeit),” enhanced by a liberating bond with God.485 As the experience of the
first German democracy has shown that politics divided Germans, in the 1950s the
481
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politicization of the humanist message used an apolitical appearance in legitimizing
the democratic state.486
Since in the postwar years attitudes toward Jews functioned in public as
indicators of one’s morality, commemorative accounts sometimes depicted the
resistance in general as opposing the Nazi antisemitic measures and racial theory.487
While the main reason that commemorative accounts gave to turning against Hitler
was the wish to save Germans rather than Jews from destruction, some accounts
portrayed it also as an attempt to stop the SS from committing atrocities against Jews
and other civilians.488
Several well-known studies of the resistance, such as historian Hans Rothfels’s
The German Opposition against Hitler (published 1948 in the USA and in 1949 in the
FRG) and writer Günter Weisenborn’s The Silent Uprising (Der lautlose Aufstand,
1953, 1954) dedicated short sections to “attitudes toward Jews” or “the struggle for the
Jews” and reported also in other parts of their books on resisters assisting Jews.489
These authors ignored neither the existence of antisemitism within the German
population, nor the very small number of Jews that were rescued. “But,” Rothfels
wrote, “the number of Germans who risked their lives in order to gain this relatively
486
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minor achievement, must have been much larger – and they should not be
forgotten.”490 Both Rothfels, who was of Jewish origin and had to flee Nazi Germany,
and Weisenborn, himself a member of a resistance group, addressed the resistance
myth to German and international audiences in an attempt to simultaneously reject
collective guilt and allow for a democratic orientation in the FRG.491
Other West German accounts of the resistance assigned assistance to Jews an
even smaller role, but nevertheless used the topic in order to counter allegations
against particular members of the resistance or an entire group. In pointing to these
people’s moral characters, authors occasionally added episodes, and sometimes only a
single sentence, that told of a resistance fighter helping Jews and other persecuted
groups.492
We see, therefore, that as in the case of Faulhaber, in celebrating and
commemorating figures that would become local or national role models, West and
East German postwar accounts used the topic of rescuing Jews, first, as an attribute
demonstrating their moral character and the legitimacy of their struggle. Second, in
some cases, those Germans who assisted Jews or openly expressed solidarity with
them became important moral authority figures. This took place also within
publications dedicated to the resistance, in which especially Christian clergypersons
were mentioned. A recurring figure in these publications was Bernhard Lichtenberg,
the priest of the Berlin St. Hedwig cathedral who preached against the persecution of
the Jews, was arrested, and died on the way to a concentration camp. He was
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presented as a martyr who negated collective guilt and sometimes used to condemn
the “totalitarian” East or the “fascist” West.493
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that as a whole the rescue of Jews was a
secondary element in drawing the images of German role models after the war. A
person’s assistance to Jews was often a mere addition that helped to construct a
positive picture of a “good German” and was not used in any consistent manner. Thus
even anthologies of the resistance that hailed Lichtenberg’s protests against the
persecution and quoted his appeal to oppose the antisemitic agitation and love one’s
fellow man, completely ignored the pro-Jewish deeds of other persons they
mentioned, even though at least some contemporaries knew of these actions.494
The occasional portrayal of resistance fighters as rescuers of Jews continued to
appear in publications in the 1960s and beyond.495 Similarly, the Berlin memorial of
the resistance (Gedenkstätte deutscher Widerstand) focused at least until 2004 in its
exhibitions on the moral motives of the resistance.496 But the moral claim of the
resistance in relation to Jews came under attack when thirty years ago historian
Christof Dipper traced antisemitic sentiments and actions of some of the resistance
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heroes, and the studies that followed threaten to shatter the image that took so long to
establish.497

Conclusion
In this chapter we explored depictions of solidarity with and assistance to Jews
in various situations and media from the immediate postwar years up to the early
1960s. Their introduction into certain publics in occupied Germany resulted from the
collapse of the Nazi regime and the occupiers’ rhetoric on the need for a
transformation of values that no longer judged Germans’ positive attitudes toward
Jews as moral failures, but rather as signifying personal virtue and political maturity.
We have seen that while there was a diametrical change in the moral interpretation of
antisemitic language and actions toward Jews, postwar accounts also presented
continuation in the forms of argumentation (for example regarding going to Jewish
doctors and businesses and having intimate and friendly relations with Jews) that
Germans mentioned in courtroom settings, autobiographical accounts, and in political
and other public contexts.
Pointing out that Germans employed claims on assisting Jews when dealing
with the Allies is not a new finding, since even studies that argue to the lack of any
public willingness to deal with rescue of Jews in the postwar Germanys indicate the
apologetic uses of such claims at least in denazification procedures.498 But in taking a
closer look at such arguments and the contexts of their utterance, I went beyond
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looking at this phenomenon as nothing more than momentary expressions of dishonest
self-interest. I tried to demonstrate that, first, such references to rescue remained
relevant also after the denazification and the trials ended, and argued that these
courtroom settings contributed to establishing claims on assisting Jews as moral points
of reference in general. Second, I showed that references to assisting Jews did not
always serve self-exculpatory and apologetic purposes, since both in Persilscheine and
autobiographical writings they enabled Jewish survivors to express gratitude to their
benefactors. Third, in telling about solidarity with and rescuing Jews, both Jewish and
non-Jewish Germans aimed to create a model for a better Germany based on
humanistic values and the legacies of resistance and Christian love of one’s fellow
man. Finally, claims on the rejection of Nazi antisemitism by “the majority of
Germans” (Adenauer) or by the working classes (in the GDR) and on the help that
“many” gave Jews functioned as ways to approach the persecution of Jews in official
declarations and publications of the FRG and GDR while maintaining the image of
Germans as victims, legitimizing the governments of the new states, and presenting
them in a positive manner to the world.
In their self-depiction as victims, individual Germans and political and public
figures usually preferred not to pay too much attention to the murder of Jews and often
stated that they did not know about it. But in instances in which they felt it necessary
to demonstrate their and other Germans’ moral character and conduct they
occasionally addressed the topic and asserted that they assisted Jews. These
contradictory tendencies and the attempts to maintain a delicate balance between them
led to what may appear as insignificant short references on the topic from the mid
1940s to the early 1960s and beyond. But when looking at these minor details and
comments in a great number of media and public settings in both Germanys, we
encounter an abundance of references that cannot justify historians’ evaluation of this
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topic as “forgotten.” Such references were scattered, not inexistent or invisible, and
while Jews and non-Jews in Germany did not try to commemorate the actions of all
rescuers and discuss the topic beyond the personal and sporadic, some of them still
considered rescuers as worth noting, just like the mayor of Heidelberg who was happy
to have a personality such as Hermann Maas in his town. The same applies to the
West German Foreign Office that collected international publications on German
rescuers of Jews, just in case, but for the lack of any clear policy on the topic, did not
try to make any use of them.499
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Chapter Three
Celebrating Failure: Depictions of Unsuccessful Rescue of Jews in German Film
and Literature from 1945 to 1965
This chapter concentrates on fictional depictions of rescue. In the previous
chapter I showed that certain narrative patterns of depicting solidarity with and
helping Jews in the postwar German societies are not restricted to a specific genre and
are found across fictional and non-fictional representations. The purpose of this
chapter, however, is to demonstrate that fictional portrayals of rescue from 1945 to the
mid 1960s display certain characteristics that distinguish them from non-fictional
depictions of the same topic. The main feature that sets fictional accounts of rescue
apart from non-fictional accounts is that the majority of the former depict cases of
unsuccessful rescue, whereas in the latter, as we saw in the previous chapter, it is
successful rescue that predominates.
For the purpose of this dissertation the difference between “fiction” and “nonfiction” applies to certain conventions of writing that are based on the relationship
between reality and its depiction. This kind of relationship focuses on the claim and
intention in writing rather than an actual and discernible distinction between real and
unreal. This means that while some of the claims of rescue we have seen in the
previous chapter did not really take place, their authors insisted that they did and
grounded their narrative on this insistence (e.g. in statements brought before a
denazification court).500 Unlike non-fiction pieces, in fiction the reference to concrete
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historical occurrences is not explicitly stated, but is rather a matter of interpretation.501
That means that while in the writing or filming of fiction the historical accuracy of
specific details may be compromised (and in some cases a completely imaginary story
is constructed) the author may still aim to provide insights regarding an implied
reality. Such an intended insight is not restricted to the facts of a particular case, and
authors of fiction frequently prefer to depict occurrences that could have taken place
and figures that might have existed. In doing so, authors of fiction often offer a deeper
understanding of the events or phenomena and portray individual fates as
representations of something that is larger than any particular occurrence.
Nevertheless, the distinction I introduced between fiction and non-fiction is not
absolute and we shall see that the two occasionally shape each other and that the
boundaries between them are not always clear. The authors of the works we shall
examine in this chapter are either Jewish or non-Jewish. The German states’ geopolitical borders frame our investigation, yet we shall see that some works that
mention solidarity with and assistance to Jews were influenced by ideas and people
from beyond these borders and some were imported from other countries, translated,
and adapted to the local requirements.
The first section will explore the few accounts of successful rescue of Jews in
the first two decades of postwar Germany. Subsequent sections will analyze four
patterns of unsuccessful rescue accounts from this period. The main question we shall
explore is: Why did authors of fiction prefer in most cases to speak of failed rather
than successful rescue and in what way do fictional accounts differ from the nonfictional ones?
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Successful Rescue and Philosemitism in Fiction
How did postwar German literature and film portray Jews and the Holocaust?
Studies that deal with this question agree that in the period from the end of the war up
to the early or mid 1960s, Jews had played mostly minor, yet generally positive roles
on West and East German stages, screens, and in literature. The main protagonists in
works of fiction were usually non-Jewish Germans and their experiences of the war
and of Nazism stood at the center, and not the Holocaust. Nevertheless, the different
pieces at least hint at the persecution of the Jews and the protagonists’ relations to
Jews are supposed to articulate the personality and morality of the non-Jewish
Germans. In this function as “reference points,” Jews were frequently secondary
figures and the authors often portrayed them in a one-dimensional manner that
presented no real depth of character. Fictional pieces in this period present a
philosemitic bias (as defined in the previous chapter) that emphasizes external features
(such as dark hair and facial appearance), portrays Jewish women almost universally
as beautiful,502 Jewish men as smart, and sometimes associates them with money and
trade.503 In their positive (though often stereotypical) description of Jewish figures,
postwar German authors that internalized the reversal of attitudes toward Jews after
the fall of Nazism often drew on philosemitic works created throughout the nineteenth
century.504
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A part of the literary and filmic depictions of Jews in this period presents a
heroic and successful rescue of Jews. One such depiction is Sansibar oder der letzte
Grund (Zanzibar or the Last Reason), the first novel of the West German author
Alfred Andersch, which appeared in 1957 and became a classic work of postwar
literature in West Germany.505 In the novel, two men who are members of the
communist party, together with a boy and a priest, save the life of Judith, a young
Jewish woman. The novel takes place in 1937, when the communist functionary
Gregor arrives at the seaport Rerik (a fictitious place) on the North Sea with the
mission of instigating anti-Nazi activity there. He meets with Knudsen, a fisherman
and long-time member of the communist party, and following encounters with Judith
and the priest Helander, orders Knudsen to transport the Jewess along with a wooden
statue that the priest wishes to save from the Nazis, to Sweden and to safety. Knudsen
is unwilling to follow Gregor’s instructions, since in his view they do not serve the
communist cause and unnecessarily endanger his family and boat. An exchange of
blows between the two ensues and the issue is resolved only when the boy agrees to
steer the boat himself, whereupon the fisherman concedes and they set sail. Gregor,
who was supposed to join them on the boat, decides at the last moment to stay and
continue fighting against the Nazis, which in the novel are called “the others” (die
Anderen). The novel depicts Gregor and the other men as active figures who decide on
their own fates and whose morality is examined and reaffirmed. In contrast, Judith is
passive, frightened, and politically naïve, and she manages to escape only thanks to
Gregor’s intervention.506
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Early West German reviewers of the novel welcomed its articulation of human
solidarity in the cooperation of different anti-Nazi protagonists (Jews, communists,
and Christians). They saw the novel’s critique of Nazism even in the lack of attention
to Nazi figures and considered the designation “the others” as a welcome rejection of
the inhuman totalitarianism that was also applicable to the Soviet Union.507
In the mid 1980s, literary critic Ruth Klüger offered a much less favorable
review of Andersch’s novel and of other literary portrayals of Germans rescuing Jews.
She argued that the Jews’ experience of persecution in these pieces is either partial or
completely missing, and is almost never presented from the Jews’ own perspective. In
what early reviewers saw a praiseworthy universal-humanistic message, Klüger, a
Holocaust survivor, viewed a silencing of the victim’s voice. Furthermore, she noted
that in stories of Germans rescuing Jews the Jewish figures are either children or
passive women and are thus devoid of the choice and individuality that characterize
the non-Jewish figures. They do not hide or escape, but are “taken” as if they were
mere objects (as in the parallel that Andersch draws between the Jewess and the
wooden statue) that “good Germans” carry. Germans’ anti-Nazi attitude thus appears
to be the norm rather than the exception that it actually was. In this way, the image of
the rescued Jew allows German readers to deny collective responsibility to the Nazi
crimes and achieve personal reassurance by emphasizing the humane aspects of
Germans’ behavior under the Nazi regime.508
Klüger’s harsh evaluation raised a large number of assumptions among literary
critics as to the proper way of understanding Sansibar. Why did Andersch choose to
depict a successful rescue and focus on “good Germans” in the resistance rather than
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critically confront his readers with the deeds of “the others” and with popular
antisemitism? Some critics wondered whether the author’s choice reflected his own
anti-Nazi convictions and experiences, e.g. his former membership in the communist
party. In contrast, others assumed that feelings of guilt emanating perhaps from his
service in the German army motivated him to write a rescue story whose happy ending
would allow him to retrospectively join the “good guys.”509 Perhaps it was also
Andersch’s attempt to gain public acclaim by introducing a piece that provided
uncomplicated and positive identification figures, unlike his former book, Kirschen
der Freiheit (Cherries of Freedom, 1952), that defended his desertion from the
German army in 1944 on a moral basis. Unsurprisingly, such a position that
questioned loyalty to the army during the discussion on West Germany’s
remilitarization, gained the book only limited success.510
Sansibar, in contrast, received a wide circulation in book form, was turned into
a radio play in 1958,511 made into a television film in 1961 that was shown thrice up to
the mid 1960s,512 and adapted into yet another film in 1987 (dir. Bernhard Wicki).
There is little doubt that the story’s simple language and the positive figures that
enabled easy identification contributed to its success, especially among young
audiences.
Yet it would be false to treat the novel as presenting only easy identification
with the anti-Nazi perspective. Sansibar also includes instances of moral conflict,
509
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which reach their peak in Knudsen’s reluctance to help save Judith and the statue and
in Gregor’s attempt to settle it by violently attacking the older fisherman. We realize,
furthermore, that the reasons for their dispute were personal, and only indirectly
touched on ideological questions: “My God, thought Gregor, this man hated me.
Everything he has done since the afternoon, since we have met in the church, followed
from his hatred against me.”513
In her critique of the novel, Klüger describes it and other fictional depictions of
rescue as the authors’ attempts to avoid difficult questions on German guilt. Similarly,
other literary and film scholars concentrate in their studies of German postwar
references to the Holocaust on what is missing or “silenced” in them and present
accounts of rescuing Jews as exculpatory.514 But this focus of Klüger and others
ignores other elements and intentions within these pieces. While from a present-day
perspective such accounts may appear as incomplete or problematic, it seems that their
authors often viewed them as better suited for providing non-Jewish Germans at the
time with positive role models based on what they could have done and what should
have been, rather than alienate them with collective condemnations. As such, in the
case of Sansibar we need also pay attention to the role that the novel and its various
adaptations served in educating young West Germans more than a decade after the end
of the war, on the moral community and values they should embrace.
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Sansibar received no East German edition, as far as I can tell, yet East German
authors produced their own accounts of successful rescue.515 Undoubtedly the most
familiar example of such an account is Nackt unter Wölfen (Naked among Wolves),
Bruno Apitz’s novel published in East Germany in 1958 and its 1963 film adaptation
that describe how brave communist inmates rescue a Jewish boy in the concentration
camp Buchenwald. But there are some important limitations on seeing Nackt unter
Wölfen as a work of fiction, and we shall examine this story thoroughly in the next
chapter when discussing the institutionalization of rescue images in the GDR.
Another, earlier, example is found in a short story that Willi Bredel published
in 1948 in the Soviet occupation zone.516 The story, Das schweigende Dorf (The
Silent Village), tells of a German soldier returning from British captivity to his
German village. The soldier learns that during his absence, 14 Jews sought refuge in
the village, but they found no shelter and the Nazis caught and executed them. The
sole survivor was a young Jewish girl that a village woman and her closest circle kept
hidden up to the end of the war, while the village as a whole retained its guilt. The
story’s choice to describe the Jews as passive was common in the works of East
German authors, both Jewish and non-Jewish.517 It also corresponds to Klüger’s
observation on the favoring of children and women as Jewish figures in order to
emphasize their passivity and thus to test the actions of non-Jewish Germans.
Children, those symbols of innocence, also enable readers to express uncomplicated
compassion with the fate of the Jews (or at least with the fate of some of them).518 As
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such, the story demonstrates a pedagogical orientation that urges the German
population to identify the Jews as victims of the Nazi regime and confronts Germans
with enabling the Nazi crimes.
The trope of a soldier returning from captivity to his hometown and exploring
the changes that it underwent in the war is found in a number of German accounts
from the immediate postwar years. The most well known example is Wolfgang
Borchert’s play Draußen vor der Tür (Outside the Door), published in 1947 in the
British occupation zone.519 The play describes a returnee’s moral dissatisfaction with
the townspeople of the older generation, whom he blames for sending the soldiers to a
useless and murderous war.520 In assigning the returning soldier the role of a person in
whom the occurrences and moral failures of the town can be confided, both accounts
assume his moral virtue, and thus neglect the partial culpability of the Wehrmacht in
war crimes and the Holocaust. But unlike Borchert, who was 26 years old upon
writing the play (and died one day before its Hamburg premiere), Bredel was 47 years
old when he published Das schweigende Dorf and his concerns were not those of the
young generation’s self-assertion. Bredel was a dedicated communist, whom the Nazis
incarcerated in 1933, who then fled Germany and returned to it in 1945 in the uniform
of the Red Army. He participated in the cultural reconstruction of East Germany and
the story should therefore be understood within what Johannes R. Becher, who
became the chief cultural leader in the East, called “a national liberation and
rebuilding effort in the ideological-moral sphere.”521 As such, Das schweigende Dorf
advances a model of a moral community for the German postwar society that is based
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on the example of a small circle of individuals whose morality is validated through
their rescue of the Jewish girl.
In spite of the different place and time of their creation, Bredel’s Das
schweigende Dorf and Andersch’s Sansibar present one important similarity. Both
authors use a tale on Germans rescuing Jews as a way to establish an affirmative
model for a moral community in postwar Germany that combines a limited level of
critique, with an offer of positive characters that the reader can identify with.
Affirmative morality narratives based on the successful rescue of Jews were,
however, rather rare in postwar German literature and film. We do find a few literary
works with short instances describing solidarity and friendship with Jews, as well as
small-scale assistance (such as isolated cases of giving food to the persecuted), whose
aim is to confirm the philosemitic outlook of the protagonists, but which do not evolve
into a central preoccupation with rescue.522 The theme of rescue and solidarity stories
does appear, however, in the context of Christian love and sacrifice, as we have also
seen in non-fictional accounts (in chapter two). Distinct renderings of the same basic
pattern are found in two short stories produced in West Germany that I would like to
explore now.
The first is Albrecht Goes’ Das Brandopfer (The Burnt Offering) that this
author, a Protestant priest and writer, published in West Germany in 1954.523 The
story takes place in a small town in southern Germany a few years after the war’s end
and reconstructs, in a series of letters and conversations, the small acts of a butcher’s
wife’s (Frau Walker) solidarity with the town’s Jews during the Third Reich. The
narrator, an assistant in the local library who rents the room above the butcher shop,
fulfills a similar function to the returning soldier in Bredel’s story, uncovering the
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events from the war that the townspeople keep to themselves. The narrator is also an
acquaintance, and perhaps lover, of Sabine, a “half Jewish” young women, who
survived the war with a false identity, and whose Jewish father managed to flee
Germany.
The reconstructed story takes place in 1942 before and during the deportations
of the Jews to the death camps. Frau Walker’s husband was forced to join the army
and in his absence the Nazi authorities order her to open her shop for two hours on
Fridays (shortly before the Sabbath begins) only to Jews. At first, the Jewish
customers are suspicious of the butcher’s wife, but as time goes by they develop a
good relationship with her.524 The shop turns into a kind of safe space on Friday
evening, in which Frau Walker encounters different aspects of Jewish life525 and gets
to know the Jewish members of the town. She also assists the Jews in various ways
and witnesses Nazi acts of brutality against them.
In the night of a massive air raid on the town and before the deportation of the
Jews, a pregnant Jewish woman, whom Frau Walker previously helped, pays a last
visit. The woman confirms the rumors that the deportations mean death and gives Frau
Walker a baby carriage that she will no longer need. Frau Walker then reports on
thinking:
When it has come to this, when a woman expecting her first child has to give
away the baby carriage because the death sentence has been pronounced over
her unborn child without cause, when that can happen the world can never be
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right again. You just can’t restore the balance. And really there’s no remedy
left, except one: to clear up thoroughly—with fire.”526
The narrator later discovers the rest of that night’s events from a letter by Sabine’s
father, who salvaged Frau Walker from her burning house/shop. Upon regaining
consciousness, Frau Walker tells Sabine’s father that God has not accepted her burnt
offering, thus implying that she intentionally stayed in the burning house, hoping that
her sacrifice would restore the “balance” in the world. This idea of a balance was
common among Germans since the end of the war, who argued that the suffering
inflicted upon the majority of Germans through Allied bombing, expulsion, etc.,
atones for what the minority of Germans (i.e., Nazis) did to other peoples.527 The
sacrifice of Frau Walker appears most suitable, since it draws on an ancient (and also
very Christian) notion of sacrificing an innocent person to cancel the crimes of the
guilty. The narrator raises the issue again in the book’s conclusion:
The question: whether there is one who can balance the terrible guilt of the age
against the wild self-immolation of a butcher’s wife, against this readiness to
crawl into the fiery furnace.528
Sociologist Michal Bodemann presented this paragraph as an implicit claim that
Germans’ suffering in the war balanced the German guilt of Auschwitz, as expressed
in Frau Walker’s willingness “to crawl into the fiery furnace,” an apparent hint to the
crematoria in the death camps.529 Yet the next paragraph, which Bodemann does not
mention, clearly negates this option:
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But one who could draw up this balance will say he “desires no sacrifice,” that
“he delights not in burnt offering” nor in “the peace offering of your fat
beasts,” but only in a broken spirit and a contrite heart. And would say—and
this is the answer—that all of them, even he who shares the knowledge of it
[the narrator], Sabine, too, so curiously interwoven with it, and Sabine’s father,
who saved and was saved, have been retained for further service. True, in the
burn on the woman’s face [a scar from the night of the fire] that sign will
remain, the sign that must not be interpreted otherwise than as a sign of love, of
that love which maintains the world….530
Instead of placing German suffering on the same level as Jewish suffering, the text
presents Frau Walker’s realization on that fateful night that she should reject sacrifice
for the sake of a continued solidarity with Jews. And indeed, the narrator meets her in
a “pro Israel” society, spreading the message of solidarity and reconciliation with Jews
in the postwar years. This is the “love” the narrator speaks of, to which Frau Walker
and the Jewish survivors testify, and that those who know of the story, i.e. the narrator
and now the readers, should subscribe to.
While the story emphasizes solidarity and humanity, it cannot be considered a
rescue story. The majority of Jewish townspeople were sent to their death, and those
who did survive (Sabine and her father) do not owe their lives to Frau Walker. What
she did was give solace to the Jews in the time prior to their deportation, nothing
more. Furthermore, Heidy Müller, who analyzed Das Brandopfer together with Goes’
later short story on non-Jewish solidarity with persecuted Jews (Das Löffelchen,
1965), points out that in both pieces the protagonists’ assistance to Jews does not
involve any actual jeopardy to the former.531 The two stories thus avoid discussing
whether or not Germans could have done more for the Jews than minor everyday
530
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humanitarian acts and imply that they couldn’t have.532 In this sense, the choice of a
(weak and vulnerable) woman as the main protagonist stresses Germans’
powerlessness against the SS-men and makes any attempt to rescue the Jews to appear
as futile.
The second book, Gertrud von Le Fort’s Das fremde Kind (The Foreign Child),
approaches the topic of Christian sacrifice from a very different perspective.533
Published 1961 in West Germany, this story presents a model of Christian love
embodied in the figure of Caritas (!) von Glas, a kind of saintly figure, who “belongs
to a completely different world,”534 has a strong connection to nature, and feels
instinctive compassion to all living beings in need. The first part of the plot depicts a
love story between Caritas and Jeskow von Nestriz, both from aristocratic families, in
the years prior to WWI.535 In the second part of the plot, the narrator, Jeskow’s cousin,
describes him becoming a Nazi follower following the defeat in the war. Jeskow joins
the Waffen-SS and later confesses to his cousin (the narrator) that he participated in
the shooting of Poles and Jews, or actually that he did not prevent it:
“Not to have prevented the shooting is as good as if one shoots himself.” Then
[he added] in unutterable agony: “I can still see the little Jewish girl, who
implored me with her eyes when she was taken, and yet I did not move a hand
to save her: an order is an order, as it was called then.”536
The narrator later comes across Caritas, who adopted a Jewish girl (Esther) whose
parents were deported. She invites Caritas to see Jeskow, but in spite of the girl’s
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immediate affection toward him, the rueful SS-man keeps a distance from her.
Eventually a “primitive” and wicked Nazi murders Caritas and this pushes Jeskow to
embrace the girl who reminds him of his deceased loved one. Jeskow and his cousin
hide Esther until the end of the war when her biological mother, who managed to
survive, basically tears the child from her new loving family. In this story, we find a
double successful act of atonement based on love. In the first, Caritas dies so that
Jeskow could find peace, thus taking his guilt upon herself in a Christ-like sacrifice.537
In the second, Jeskow, who was involved in the death of a Jewish girl, saves another
Jewish girl, thus reestablishing a “balance.”
The story offers a Christian solution of reconciliation and forgiveness to the
Holocaust, although only to the majority of Germans and not to the “real Nazis.”538 It
corresponds with Le Fort’s theological view of Nazism as the rise of mythical
violence that can only be defeated through one’s commitment to humanity.539 In doing
so, the author continued the line of argumentation put forward in her 1945 lecture
(published in 1947) in which she responded to international condemnations of German
collective guilt by contrasting Germans’ crimes with acts of solidarity with and
assistance to the persecuted as a balancing measure.540
Le Fort’s Christian interpretation of the events underscored the need for
Christian role models to help prevent war, tyranny, and genocide. In presenting the
saintly Caritas, however, Le Fort may have actually hindered readers’ direct
identification with this more-than-human protagonist. Goes, in contrast, introduced a
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more accessible identification with the minor gestures of assistance and solidarity of
Frau Walker, gestures which German readers could have recognized as corresponding
to their own actual or imagined deeds toward the persecuted.
In this section we have surveyed three accounts of successful rescue and one
account that avoided the issue of rescue by focusing on solidarity instead. Within the
time period discussed here, from 1945 to the mid 1960s, there is a very small number
of such accounts. In fact, the pieces I mentioned constitute the only fictional accounts
of successful rescue from the postwar Germanys that I could find. But how familiar
were German audiences with these accounts? Bredel’s and Le Fort’s short stories were
rather unknown pieces of older and established authors. They received a limited
printing that did not extend beyond their respective German societies.541 Sansibar, on
the other hand, received a wide circulation, but only in West Germany. Das
Brandopfer, written by a West German, was adapted into West German television as a
play called Der Schlaf der Gerechten (The Sleep of the Righteous, 1962).542 The book
also gained East German editions. The first appeared a year after the original volume,
and others were printed in 1961 and 1971.543
Unlike these works, most authors of fiction who chose the topic of solidarity
with and assistance to Jews usually preferred to do so in depictions of unsuccessful
rescue. In what follows I will try to understand why. My discussion is divided into
four sections that combine central patterns of failed rescue with possible explanations
for their employment. The patterns are: 1) suicide, or failure as a triumph, 2) the
hiding place, 3) failure as criticism, and 4) failure and transformation. I will illustrate
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these patterns according to specific literary and filmic pieces, but must stress that each
piece combines at least some of these patterns and its employment of a failed rescue is
thus motivated by a number of concerns.

Suicide, or Failure as a Triumph
Postwar German writers and filmmakers very often described the suicide of
Jews when expressing empathy with the persecution of the Jews.544 One explanation
for this common use of suicide relates to the actual experiences of many Germans
living especially in cities who, while often preoccupied with their daily life, have
encountered the outcomes of the persecution of Jews by discovering that their
neighbors took their own lives. Suicide was, therefore, something that people could
relate to and be acquainted with and at the same time could be integrated into a plot
that takes place within Germany and not in the mass death sites in “the East.”
Several postwar German works of fiction applied suicide scenes to describe
failed rescue accounts that focused on “racially mixed” couples. As we have seen in
the first chapter, living in such “privileged marriages” actually saved the lives of many
Jews in Nazi Germany, as long as the couple stayed married. Yet in fictional accounts
from the period we discuss here, this was not the case. Instead, the three films from
occupied Germany that present partners in a mixed marriage, end in suicide and not in
survival. In what follows we will try to understand why. The three films are Helmut
Käutner’s 1947 In jenen Tagen (In Those Days) and Harald Braun’s 1948 Zwischen
gestern und morgen (Between Yesterday and Tomorrow) from the Western
occupation zones of Germany, and Kurt Maetzig’s 1947 Ehe im Schatten (Marriage in
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the Shadow), an East German production. All films use flashbacks as a means to
switch from the present to the recent Nazi past and thus explicitly address the question
of memory. I will examine here In jenen Tagen and Ehe im Schatten.
Käutner’s In jenen Tagen premiered on July 14, 1947 in Hamburg and was the
first new German production in the Western occupation zones. The film begins with a
conversation between two mechanics while dismantling a car shortly after the war,
within a landscape of ruins. One of the men complains about the lack of humanity in
the 12 years of the Nazi regime and the continuation of this lack ever since.
Responding to this statement is the car itself (voiced by Käutner) that functions as the
narrator, arguing that there were, in fact, cases of humanity in Nazi Germany. What
follows are seven episodes, from January 1933, when the car met its first owners, to
the time it reached the junkyard. In these episodes people who owned the car help
each other, express humane affection to those in need, and oppose Nazi inhumanity.
The film’s third episode tells the story of an elderly couple, a Jewish woman and a
non-Jewish man, who decide to stick together despite the pressure the regime put on
them. Confronted with the violence against Jews and Jewish businesses in
Kristallnacht, the two end their lives by leaving the gas on in their home.545
It seems probable that in depicting the loyalty and love of this mixed couple,
Käutner, who co-wrote the script, was inspired by the personal story of his
acquaintance, film producer Alf Teichs. Teichs divorced his Jewish wife in 1934, but
continued to share a house with her. In a statement that Käutner composed for
Teichs’s denazification committee, the director wrote: “His brave defense of his
Jewish wife, with whom he continued to live throughout the entire period, in spite of
denunciations and difficulties, proves that he was prepared to face the consequences of
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his outlook also in private matters.”546 When Käutner wrote this statement he has
already started working on the film, and the outlook he praised in Teichs is reproduced
also in the car’s (and film’s) closing words:
Yes sirs, I have not seen much of those days. No major events, no heroes, only
a few fates – and thereof only excerpts. But I have seen a few human beings
(Menschen). The time was stronger than them, but their humanity was stronger
than the time. They existed, these human beings, and they will always exist, in
all times. Think about it when you go to work.
In spite of the similar message, the film’s depiction of an act of humanity that leads to
the death of the mixed couple is opposed to the reality of Teichs’s case. Why didn’t
Käutner portray the couple’s survival, considering also that some of the other six
episodes in the film end with the car’s owners escaping Nazi persecution? In fact, one
reviewer of the film bemoaned the lack of deaths in a film about National
Socialism.547 I believe that Käutner felt that it would be inappropriate to portray Jews’
successful rescue only two years after the end of the war. At a time in which some
Germans still refused to accept the discoveries on the mass killing of the Jews as
anything more than Allied propaganda, a tale of Jewish survival might have appeared
as counterproductive for the reeducation of the German population. Moreover, in
describing Jews committing suicide, especially together with a non-Jew, the director
could incorporate into his film an episode about the Holocaust without necessarily
delving deeply into questions of German perpetration and guilt.
Most contemporary reviewers welcomed Käutner’s decision to concentrate on
the positive sides of “those days” and on the continuation of humanity, and implied
that it could serve both to counter accusations of a German collective guilt and to
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participate in the denazification of German society by denouncing the Nazis as the
inhuman “others.” A few reviewers, however, criticized the missing attention to the
perpetrators and the film’s portrayal of a society full of “decent Germans.”548 In his
reply letter to a disapproving review by a Swiss newspaper, Käutner denied that he
created a political or historical film with an exculpatory mission. The film, he argued,
does not attempt to describe the behavior of the German society as a whole, but to
spread the message of humanity by showing that acts of human kindness were
possible even under the Nazis, and “so much more today!”549
It may be that Käutner, who directed several entertainment films in the Nazi
years and wanted to reestablish himself in the postwar film industry, needed a film
that would not be too political. A celebration of humanity that avoids difficult issues
of guilt must have seemed like a safe choice that also the Allies would (and did)
approve of.550 Nevertheless, we should not reduce Käutner’s early postwar work to
mere pragmatic self-interest. His later preoccupation as a well-established script writer
and director with films that raised moral issues regarding the Nazi period, such as Die
letzte Brücke (The Last Bridge, 1954) and Des Teufels General (The Devil’s General,
1955), suggest that his motives were not purely career-oriented or apologetic.
Furthermore, the fact that Käutner made entertainment films under the Nazis was
actually beneficial for the advancement of a universal-humanistic message among the
German population. Then the director could draw on this experience when discussing

548

Karsten Witte, „Im Prinzip Hoffnung: Helmut Käutners Filme,“ in Wolfgang Jacobsen und Hans
Helmut Prinzler, eds, Käutner (Berlin: Spiess, 1992), 62-109, here 88-92; Shandley, Rubble Films, 5164; Reichel, Erfundene Erinnerung, 174-180.
549
Beilage zum Brief an Redaktor Stickelberger, Luzerner Neueste Nachrichten (Zürich, 31.7.1947),
Helmut Käutner Archiv, Akademie der Künste Archiv, Akte 2784, p. 3.
550
Shandley, Rubble Films, 59-60.

175
historical issues via portrayals of love relationships to attract audiences that were
familiar with such dramatic constellations in the cinema of the Third Reich.551
While for Käutner a mixed couple’s suicide constituted only one episode out of
seven, the even more successful film by Kurt Maetzig dedicated the topic an entire
plot. Maetzig’s debut film Ehe im Schatten was a production of the East German
DEFA, but premiered in all four sections of Berlin on October 3, 1947. The film is
based on the true story of the actor Joachim Gottschalk and his Jewish wife Meta
Wolff, who committed suicide together with their son the day before they were
scheduled to be deported to Theresienstadt.552 But Maetzig did not include the son in
the film and also the two other postwar films describing the suicide of a mixed couple
avoided mentioning children, assumingly because such an addition would complicate
the story of a self-chosen death by people who were the Nazis’ victims. While
Maetzig did not know Gottschalk personally, his Jewish mother took her own life to
avoid the Gestapo, so that the topic was not foreign to him.553
The film begins by presenting Elisabeth (Ilse Steppat), the talented and
acclaimed actress, together on the stage with Hans (Paul Klinger), a fellow actor who
is secretly in love with her. After the performance, a young publisher, Herbert Blohm
(Claus Holm), addresses her and a romance develops between the two. The time is
early 1933, and the Nazis have recently gained power in Germany. While the two are
on vacation with their friends, Elisabeth encounters a sign proclaiming that “Jews are
unwanted” and tells Herbert she is Jewish. Herbert, a Nazi sympathizer who quotes
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Nietzsche and speaks of the upcoming “new era,” is surprised but says he loves her
nevertheless. Yet upon receiving a position in the Propaganda Ministry he decides to
terminate the relationship. Simultaneously, in response to the Nazi persecution of the
Jews, Kurt Bernstein (Alfred Balthoff), Elisabeth’s Jewish friend, decides to emigrate.
She deliberates whether to do the same, but the non-Jewish Hans offers to protect her
by getting married, and so they do. The film then follows the growing isolation of the
woman and the difficulties and frustration of the man, who is unsure whether she
loves him. Hans begins a flirt with another actress, when sounds of shattering glass
and screams for help tear him from her. He rushes to his wife. It is Kristallnacht and
Elisabeth wishes to leave Germany, but agrees to stay with Hans.
The next scene declares that the year is 1943. Hans was drafted to the war, and
Elisabeth works in hard physical labor with other women from “privileged marriages.”
The fear of deportation governs the women’s conversations, and during one night a
fellow worker cannot bear the tension any more. She cries out that this must end
(Schluß machen! Schluß machen!) and jumps under a train. Suicide is introduced here
as a possibility for ending the suffering and uncertainties. But this is a very violent,
dark, and dirty suicide, and the deadly train hints at the deportations to the death
camps.
Hans finally returns from the war and Elisabeth’s confidence is restored. Their
love is stronger than ever. Later, in her longing to escape their apartment that became
a prison, she convinces her husband to attend together the premiere of his latest film.
This, however, was a hasty decision and Nazi officials discover Elisabeth’s identity.
Hans is called to Herbert’s office, and the latter informs him that he is either to cancel
the marriage and save his career, or stay married and be sent to the front. His choice
cannot change Elisabeth’s fate, since she is to be deported the next day. Hans rejects
the deal and reproaches Herbert for his inhuman opportunism. He returns home,
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seeing in his mind SS-men taking his wife by force and boarding her onto a train. In a
lengthy scene, Elisabeth reminisces on the happier days they had, while he declares:
“We are staying together.” The two drink poison and lay on their bed, he in a black
suit and she in a white dress, as if they were to marry again. Their death equals sleep.
It is quiet, beautiful, and lacks any sign of violence. It follows the ideal of bourgeois
dying and differs greatly from the suicide of the Jewish woman in the earlier scene.
The film became an immense success in all occupation zones. It drew more
than ten million viewers in the first year and additional two million within five years.
The reasons for that seem to lie in its melodramatic structures that filmgoers in Nazi
Germany were accustomed to.554 Many film melodramas in the Third Reuch described
a marital crisis, often involving a romantic triangle that raised a moral demand on the
partners to make the “right” choice.555 Ehe im Schatten presents such a love triangle
and moral choice, yet not the one the Nazis had in mind.556 Maetzig’s film shows
some similarities to Die große Liebe (The Great Love, dir. Rolf Hansen, 1942), the
most commercially successful film in the Third Reich. Die große Liebe presents love
emerging out of the war, portrayed as a crisis that allows the man to demonstrate his
heroism as a fighter pilot and turn the woman he loves into a faithful wife and
mother.557 Ehe im Schatten clearly does not aim to justify the war and the Nazi sense
of a marital union. But it does present a time of crisis, i.e. the Nazi persecution of the
Jews, as the context that enables the marriage and love between Hans and Elisabeth.
This crisis also exposes the true face of the different characters, and under this crisis’
conditions Hans demonstrates his heroism.
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The film scholar Robert Shandley also points out that Ehe im Schatten
appealed to many women, who could see in Elisabeth a career woman trapped in
forced domesticity. The DEFA and the Soviet occupation authorities may have hoped
that viewers would extend such identification to her Jewishness and to the persecution
of the Jews.558
The sentimentality and emotionality of the film did not always satisfy the
reviewers, since also here (as in In jenen Tagen) some expected a more critical
approach toward Germans rather than a romantic tale of humanity.559 In interviews
conducted years later, Maetzig claimed that his intention was to create a film that
would confront its audience with their sins or mistakes during the Nazi past. He
wanted to present the couple as responsible for becoming victims because of their
choice to stay in Germany and their naïve hope that things would turn out well.560 But,
as the film critic Siegfried Kracauer wrote, the film itself treats alternatives such as
emigration as useless (exemplified in Kurt’s failed attempt to leave Germany) while
hailing the protagonists’ loyalty to their German homeland and their decision to die in
it. Kracauer also points out that the film prefers to celebrate a humanist ideal to
political self-examination and argues that the protagonists’ escape into the emotional
privacy neutralizes the discussion of their social responsibility.561 And indeed, while
there are instances in the film that pass judgment on the political inactivity and
careerism of the middle classes, it is uncertain whether the film embraces or rejects the
protagonists’ retreat into the private sphere. But while Kracauer is right in his basic
observation, he ignores the fact that mixed marriages were themselves politicized
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under the Nazis and that an attempt to make Germans identify with Jewish suffering
and renounce Nazi ideology was one of the main goals of Allied reeducation policies
at the end of the war.
As we have seen in the first chapter, since the nineteenth century many
Germans (Jews and non-Jews) saw these marriages as symbolizing the final act of
social integration. It was for this reason that the Nazi regime prohibited them and
excluded the Aryan partners from the moral national community. In turn, some antiNazi circles depicted mixed couples as icons of solidarity and resistance. For example,
the literary works of German authors in exile, Jews and non-Jews, “increasingly
accentuated interreligious relationships. The problem of intermarriages or liaisons,
though not a new subject in German literature, became more frequent.”562
Leo Menter, a contemporary reviewer who praised Ehe im Schatten, argued
that the depiction of mixed marriages both exposes the tragedy of the Jews and
enables an investigation into the real nature of individuals. Such a melodramatic film
can also succeed in doing what the pictures of piled bodies in the concentration camps
could not: “Art opens the eyes also where people desperately want to keep them
closed.”563 But does it always work? Menter was unsure:
The audience left the theater with moist eyes, dreading to utter the first words.
But after such a film one has to ask if this is enough. Does the emotion in the
theater suffice to further make a spontaneous comment? […] Isn’t it nothing
more for the people than a moving, but actually foreign, fate that is empathized
with?564
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Remembering that he heard a few laughs during the film and sighs of relief at the end
of it, Menter added in skepticism that “there is still much work to be done, which even
the best art work cannot master alone.”565
Let us review our findings in this section. The makers of these two films
decided to end the stories of mixed couples with suicide in spite of the fact that in
reality quite a few Jews survived thanks to their “privileged marriage.” As such, they
consciously chose to present a failed rescue rather than survival. But suicide, which
symbolizes the persecution and the inhumanity of the regime, is not mourned here as a
failure, but rather celebrated as a triumph of humanity and love. Such an interpretation
is apparent also in the writings of some historians who treated the suicides of German
Jews under the Nazis as gestures of resistance, protest, and self-assertion. These
historians, in turn, followed the positive evaluations of suicide that several Jews
expressed in their diaries in the 1930s and 1940s.566
The treatment of suicide as expressing both the impossibility of coping with
the world and at the same time as an act of accepting and facing reality, flourished in
the artistic, musical, and literary tradition of European Romanticism since the early
nineteenth century. In this current that continues to exert its influence up to this day,
the demands of passion, love, and romance were seen as superior to those of “plain”
life, and suicide was considered a courageous way to exit one’s troubled existence.
Especially for lovers, a joint suicide was deemed a “most worthy” death that
emphasized the beauty of the act and glossed over its more hideous aspects.567
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In the case of Ehe im Schatten and In jenen Tagen we can also assume that a
description of such a death, both individual and larger than that (but not self-serving
and lonely) provided a counterpoint to the Nazi emphasis on a heroic death in battle.
The Nazis’ vision of dying for Germany focused on the obliteration of the self for the
sake of the community.568 In the case of these postwar movies, however, suicide was
the final heroic, but not violent, action of the powerless.569 Their suicide was, as a
brochure of Ehe im Schatten declared, “a path to freedom.”570 By not succumbing to
the pressures of inhumanity (embodied in the Nazi regime) they maintained universal
morality.571 In the words of the Käutner-car: “Their humanity was stronger than the
time.”

The Hiding Place
The second pattern of failed rescue in fiction concerns the hiding place. The
significance of spatial boundaries as markers of isolation and fear are not limited to
this pattern. The couple’s apartment in Ehe im Schatten, for example, fulfills a similar
function. Nevertheless, in Maetzig’s film it is the marriage and not the apartment that
defines the boundaries of rescue and steers the plot. We have also seen how the
butcher shop in Das Brandopfer constituted a place in which Jewish and non-Jewish
Germans enacted their solidarity. But also there, the shop itself did not signify rescue
and survival. Unlike these pieces, the ones discussed in this section present the walls
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of the hiding place as the only thing that separates life from death, and secrecy
assumes crucial importance.
The sentimental and melodramatic measures we have seen in the former
section play an important role also in the hiding place pattern. Also here, one aim of
failed rescue depiction is to create identification with the Jewish victims, yet this
pattern differs from the former in two significant ways. First, here the persecuted Jew
dies alone or far from the audience’s view, and not with his or her loved ones. Second,
the unsuccessful rescue is not depicted as a triumph or liberation, but as a tragic
failure.
It is difficult to identify a specific cultural model from which authors of fiction
drew when describing the hiding place as the framework of rescue. Undoubtedly, such
depictions also referred to actual experiences in postwar Germany, when persecuted
Jews, who lived “underground” in Nazi Germany and in occupied Europe, “rose” to
the surface after the collapse of the regime. The end of the war also witnessed many
non-Jewish Germans emerging from cellars and bunkers, where they found shelter
from the bombings and escaped the dreaded wrath of the occupying soldiers.572 The
hiding place may have been, therefore, a “natural” location to which both Jewish and
non-Jewish audiences could relate. Furthermore, as a hidden place, it could justify the
postwar claims of non-Jewish Germans that the Jews “disappeared” and that their fates
remained unknown up to the end of the war.
A text that undoubtedly influenced many literary pieces and helped make
hiding into a symbol of Jewish persecution was the diary of Anne Frank. While not a
fictional account, the diary served as a model for fictional depictions of the Holocaust
and its theatrical and filmic adaptations employed melodramatic means similar to
those we have examined above. Anne Frank was born 1929 in Frankfurt to a Jewish
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family that moved to Holland after the Nazi rise to power. Following the country’s
German occupation, the family hid for two years in a building’s secret annex in
Amsterdam. The family members were caught and deported to Auschwitz and Anne
died in Bergen-Belsen. In 1947, her father, Otto Frank, who was the sole survivor in
his family, published her diary, which articulates Anne’s observations while in hiding.
The book received a first West German translation in 1950 and met with only limited
public attention at first. Already then, the “Society for Christian-Jewish Cooperation,”
whose goal was to foster reconciliation between Jews and Christians, placed it at the
center of its “Week of Brotherhood” of the same year. One of the Society’s
representatives wrote that Anne Frank’s “martyrdom” is an occasion for a joint
mourning that would absolve “us from responsibility for the death of millions.”573
When in 1955 the West German Fischer Publishing House printed the diary in
paperback, it turned into an immediate bestseller. The diary, which in the meantime
appeared in many other languages, received in the same year an American theatrical
adaptation that premiered on both East and West German stages on October 1, 1956
and became a hit. It played repeatedly in different locations in both Germanys up to
the mid 1960s and on a lesser scale ever since. In 1957 a first East German edition
followed as well. A year later, the GDR produced a documentary film called A Diary
for Anne Frank (dir. Joachim Hellwig) that used the diary as a pretext for attacking the
Federal Republic and the Nazi criminals that lived undisturbed there. In 1959 The
Diary of Anne Frank was made into an American feature film (dir. George Stevens)
that became a significant source of identification for the West German youth, but was
not shown in the GDR.574
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Attempts to understand the German and international success of the diary
argue that especially the play and movie provide a very easy-to-swallow version of the
Holocaust, that they present no perpetrators and thus do not require any critical selfexamination from the side of Germans, and that the changes to the diary in its German
editions and in the American play erase the “Jewish characteristics” of Anne and
allow an emotional identification with the victims on the basis of universal
suffering.575 Furthermore, the play does not portray the camps and Anne’s death in
any extensive way, thus obscuring the actual violence and the dirty and cruel reality.
The play also ends on an optimistic note: “I still believe that people are really good at
heart,” a statement that in the diary itself actually emerged from a moment of
desperation and defeat and not of hope.576 The West German Fischer paperback
edition carried an abridged version of this optimistic sentence (“Ich glaube an das
Gute im Menschen”) on its cover.577 Nevertheless, while some Germans embraced the
universal perspective in the diary and found in them a cathartic trigger for their own
suffering in the war, others were shocked and ashamed for what “Hitler’s fascism” did
to Jews, thus emphasizing the particular “Jewish elements” of the diary and of Anne
Frank’s family.578
As a girl, Anne symbolized innocence, thus offering the readers or viewers an
uncomplicated opportunity for expressing compassion with the fate of Jews. Theodor
Adorno famously quoted a German woman saying, after watching the play: “‘that girl
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at least should have been allowed to live.’” Adorno then asked whether such a
confrontation leads to critically examining the suffering of others (the Jews) or is used
to avoid such a confrontation, and commented on the woman’s statement:
To be sure even that was good as a first step toward understanding. But the
individual case, which should stand for, and raise awareness about, the
terrifying totality, by its very individuation became an alibi for the totality the
woman forgot.579
In any case, it appears that the emotional reactions to the diary in its various forms
stem from the intimacy with Anne Frank’s perspective, which is established through
her narrative voice. In this sense, the diary is very different from many other fictional
pieces of its time, in which the perspective of a Jewish victim was practically
nonexistent. Moreover, the emotional reactions to the diary must have evolved from
the shattering acknowledgment that the audience’s hopes for her survival were futile.
The fact that her story is one of a failed rescue seems, therefore, to have enhanced the
hopes and thus increased the tragedy in a way that a narrative without the possibility
of rescue might not have.
Identification and emotional participation in the diary are strongly connected to
spatiality. The hiding place constitutes both the setting and the point in which Anne
Frank’s thoughts and fantasies take shape. In the play and film, the stage and set
respectively give a visual expression to the experience of persecution, and offer the
viewers to take part in it. This experience includes the isolation and the interactions
inside, but also the danger that awaited outside. The audience thus gains access into
the inner, hidden, world of the figures, peeping and listening with terror to the sights
and sounds coming from outside.
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As a German-Jewish story written in Dutch and influenced by American
theatrical and filmic adaptations, the diary demonstrates quite clearly the transnational
interconnectedness of memory.580 Transnationality plays a part also in fictional works
that follow the example of Anne Frank’s diary and employ the setting of the hiding
place in discussing failed rescue. Such a setting structures the novella Romeo, Julie a
tma (Romeo, Julia, and Darkness) that the Czechoslovak author Jan Otčenášek
published in 1958. The East German publishing house Verlag der Nation that printed
the novella in German, presented it as portraying “the fate of a Czech Anne Frank,”581
and an East German review of the film based on it spoke of “Anne Frank’s sister in
Prague.”582
In the novella we find a Jewish girl (Ester) of about 16 years who escapes the
deportation and wanders alone in Prague, until an 18-year-old guy (Pavel) finds her
and hides her in a storage room. At first she is rather suspicious as to his motives, but
after a while the two fall in love. The closed room becomes a place where they share
their thoughts, hopes, and fears, and the darkness in the title refers to the nights in
which they meet and also acts as a symbol for the persecution. The year is 1942,
shortly after the assassination of Heydrich and the brutal retaliations of the German
army. When the building is surrounded for a search, a Czech neighbor, who
collaborated with the occupiers, discovers Ester and fears the consequences for
himself. He intends to deliver her to the Germans, but she runs out of her hideout in
order not to risk her loved one, and dies from the bullets of the Germans.
Similar to the story of Anne Frank, also here the readers are introduced to the
experiences of a Jewish girl within the frame of the hiding place and are supposed to
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grow fond of her and participate in her tragedy. But the differences from Anne Frank
are also evident. First of all, the narrator is not the girl herself, and the perspective is,
therefore, not of the victim, but of a narrator’s external voice. Second, the novella has
two main protagonists rather than one, and the plot is based on the expression of
humanity through their love story. Third, while Ester is confined to the hiding place
(leaving it is the cause of her death) Pavel moves between this space and the outside
world. She is generally passive while he is active. The last two points are closer to Ehe
im Schatten than to the diary of Anne Frank, but the fourth one differs from both. It
presents the Jewish girl as the person sacrificing herself, alone, for Pavel. There is no
attempt for atonement, as the ones we have seen in Le Fort’s and Goes’s stories, and
the reason for its lack appears to be the specific Czech context, in which both Jews
and Czechs were persecuted by the Germans. While this constellation differs from
Shakespeare’s play, what these Romeo and Julia share with the original ones is love
and tragedy. Ester accepts her fate and thus rejects Pavel’s willing sacrifice for her. In
doing so, both figures demonstrate their humanity, but only she falls victim.
Therefore, while he, as the active one, carries the responsibility of doing the moral
thing, also the Jewish victim has a moral choice to make.
The story received much attention in East Germany. Important clues for
understanding the reasons for this attention are found in the files of the GDR’s
Ministry of Culture. Whenever an East German publisher wanted to print a book or
any other text, she needed the approval (Druckgenehmigung) of the Ministry. In order
to receive such an approval, the publisher needed to submit experts’ reports on the
author, text, and the political, ideological, cultural or historical relevance of the
publication. The publisher submitted two such reports on October 23, 1959 for the
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first East German edition of the book (in German translation: Romeo und Julia und die
Finsternis).583 One report includes the following text:
It appears that Otčenášek restricts himself in this story to the depiction of two
young people’s purely subjective experiences. His artistic creativity captures,
however, the entire oppressive-uncanny atmosphere of that time, defined by
fear and angst. […] The only thing that one had to preserve and with which one
could protest against the darkness is the human decency (menschliche
Anständigkeit), “but there are moments, in which the human being must show
that he is human at all, so that he could look again in the eyes of decent
people” [- a quote from the book]. […]
Otčenášek fashions no resistance fighters in the story, he shows only the
helpless suffering of the young [and] ideologically unfortified Pavel, who does
not find his way in this world, and cannot face losing Ester. But Pavel stands
for millions of people, who did not lose their humanity in spite of unspeakable
suffering in the darkness of the fascist night. The publication of this story,
which is also suitable for literally sophisticated readers, is highly
recommended.584
Both the book itself and the report about it do not portray Pavel as a communist or a
resistance fighter. Instead, Pavel is depicted as a weak, repressed, and ideologically
undecided young man, who nevertheless does the right thing (although with the
encouragement of a communist co-worker). The reason for such a depiction presents a
common pedagogical approach and evaluation of the Nazi past in communist
countries. Many writers in East Germany (and probably also in Czechoslovakia) were
well aware that the majority of their respective populations did not support the
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resistance during the war and belonged to the inactive mass. Therefore, Pavel’s
behavior focuses on his moral-humanistic choice and on his anti-Nazi orientation, i.e.
values that also the general population could embrace.
The above-quoted report focuses on Pavel’s behavior, seeing in the Jewish
Ester the “object” against which the male protagonist tests his morality (as in
Sansibar, above). However, other evaluations of the book, found in the files of the
East German publishing house, emphasized the moral test of the girl as well, and
minimized Pavel’s part. Thus a short (anonymous) synopsis from June 19, 1959
stressed the Jewish perspective of the story,585 while other summaries neglected to
mention that the story involves a Jewish girl.586 Such inconsistencies do not only show
the lack of homogeneity in the opinions within the publishing house and in the GDR
in general, but also illustrate the myriad of interests in referring to the persecution of
the Jews. On the one hand, the antifascist myth in the GDR treated the Holocaust as
only one case of Nazi brutality that does not require special attention. Accordingly, an
internal report of the publishing house mentioned four other planned publications that
involved Jewish figures and raised the following concern on publishing the book:
“Does the problem of antisemitism appear too often in our thematic plan?”587
On the other hand, publications on the Holocaust offered East Germany a
possibility for criticizing the West German neighbor as the immoral German state,
while celebrating the GDR as the state of moral Germans. This tendency became an
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official orientation starting in the mid 1950s588 and the success of Anne Frank’s diary
pushed it further.589 The GDR’s leadership also wished to make propagandistic use of
the wave of antisemitic incidents in West Germany that reached its peak during
December 1959 and January 1960 and involved many youngsters who did damage to
and painted swastikas and the like on synagogues and Jewish cemeteries.590 Within
this context, once the East German edition appeared, a member of Verlag der Nation
presented the new book in a newspaper article, stating: “In these days, when renewed
antisemitic excesses […] in West Germany bring to mind the dreadful time of fascism,
appeared in our republic the small novella of the Czech author Jan Otcenasek: ‘Romeo
und Julia und die Finsternis’.”591
In 1962, the book received a second edition in the GDR. But the story itself
expanded already beyond the printed word. Simultaneous with the first German
translation was a Czech television play based on the story, which the East German
television broadcasted. An East German radio station aired a radio play version in
May 1960 and again in June 1962.592 In 1961, movie theaters in the GDR presented a
Czech film adaptation of the novella that director Jiří Weiss released a year earlier.593
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Furthermore, the story was also made into a ballet in 1964 and shown on television
that same year.594
While the novella was not published in the FRG, Weiss’s film was shown on
West German television on 1965595 and in 1965-1967 also in film theaters. West
German reviewers praised the film’s aesthetics as well as its message that can be used
to fight antisemitism among the young generation. As one reviewer wrote in 1967: “A
little love story under terrible difficulties was the tactical recipe Weiss dedicated […]
to the younger ones: They should be able to imagine which horrors took place and
understand it with feelings that are familiar to them as they were to that Romeo, [and
to] that Juliet in the attic.”596
This quote nicely sums up the entanglement of emotional participation,
identification, and knowledge about the Holocaust as they are portrayed in failed
rescue accounts that focus on the hiding place. All accounts of successful or
unsuccessful rescue also raise questions on the possibilities of rescue, the moral
choices needed, and the ways in which the protagonists express their humanity. But
the singularity of the hiding place pattern lies in the spatial boundary used to
distinguish between love and hatred, life and death, and hope and tragedy. We find
these characteristics also in other works of fiction that depict attempted rescue in a
hiding place. These include very different pieces from West Germany, such as Luise
Rinser’s 1948 short story Jan Lobel aus Warschau (Jan Lobel from Warsaw),597
Günter Eich’s 1952/1958 radio play Die Mädchen aus Viterbo (The Girls from

594

Angela Kuberski, „Romeo und Julia und die Finsternis,“ Film und Fernsehen der DDR 13 (22.28.3.1964): 15. It was shown on television on March 23, 1964.
595
Wulf Kansteiner, “Entertaining Catastrophe: The Reinvention of the Holocaust in the Television of
the Federal Republic of Germany,” New German Critique 90 (Autumn, 2003): 135-162, here 8, 21.
(ZDF, 15.11.1965).
596
Vs, „‚Romeo, Julia und die Finsternis’ am Olivaer Platz,“ Der Abend (West Berlin) (28.3.1967).
HFF-Zeitungsdokumentation, Akte Romeo, Julia und die Finsternis.
597
Luise Rinser, Jan Lobel aus Warschau (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer Verlag, 1956).

192
Viterbo),598 and Robert Siodmak’s 1958 film thriller Nachts, wenn der Teufel kam
(Nights, When the Devil Came). It also includes an East German translation of a novel
for the youth by the Slovak Rudolf Jašík called Die Liebenden vom St.-Elisabeth-Platz
(The Lovers from St-Elisabeth Square) that received a first GDR edition in 1961 and a
second in 1974.599
All of these works emphasize the fragility of the refuge and the experience of
being surrounded by enemies and morally weak persons. All portray friendship,
family, or love relationships as the governing standards within the shelter, i.e.
positively charged relationships in which love and affection stand for a humanistic
moral standard. And all end with a tragedy, with a failed rescue, which does not only
aim to enhance the level of emotional identification (through the shattering of hope
and intimacy), but also enable authors to speak openly of the Holocaust while also
presenting those members of the non-Jewish population that tried to save the Jews in a
positive light. Then their failure to save the Jews is explained not as something that
they did not want, but as something they were unable to achieve.

Failure as Criticism
The pieces discussed in the previous section criticized immoral conduct only of
secondary characters, which they defined from the very start as corrupt or morally
weak (such as the Czech collaborator in Romeo und Julia und die Finsternis). The
protagonists, however, and other positively associated figures, faced no criticism and
their failure to rescue the Jews was explained as emanating from their powerlessness
rather than from moral incompetence. But there are pieces that present an unsuccessful
rescue of Jews in order to pass judgment on the positive characters as well. I argue
that since the readers and viewers are supposed to identify with these characters,
598
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depictions of failed rescue in these cases serve to criticize instances of behavior and
thought within the German population as whole.
My first example of such a case is the recently “rediscovered” bestseller, Hans
Fallada’s novel Jeder stirbt für sich allein (Every Man Dies Alone, also known as
Alone in Berlin).600 The book, published in 1947, shortly after the author’s death, tells
the story of an elderly couple in Berlin, a worker (Otto Quangel) and his wife (Anna
Quangel). The novel begins in 1940 when the two are informed that their son died on
the French front and decide, as a result, to protest against the Nazi regime. They start a
modest resistance activity, writing anti-Nazi postcards and placing them in different
parts of the city. The novel follows their activity until they are caught, interrogated,
and executed. It also traces a whole range of people with different attitudes, fates and
actions, whose lives cross with that of the Quangels.
The novel is based on an actual case of the workers Otto and Elise Hampel
whom the Nazi state executed in 1943 for the distribution of subversive material.
Knowing Fallada’s interest in the fates of “little people,” Johannes R. Becher gave the
couple’s Gestapo file to Fallada, so that he would incorporate it into the cultural
reeducation of the German population.601 The focus on the resistance was to provide
an account of what even simple folks could have done to oppose the Nazis and act as
an example for an antifascist orientation in postwar Germany. The book received
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numerous printings in both Germanys, was adapted to a radio play, and made into
three films in the 1960s and 1970s.602
One of the episodes in the book tells of an elderly Jewish woman, Frau
Rosenthal, whose husband the Gestapo arrested.603 She seeks shelter from the SS at
the Quangel’s place, and after spending one night there, turns to the apartment of
judge Fromm. The author’s choice of this retired judge clearly hints at the “retired,”
i.e. pre-Nazi, perceptions of justice, according to which helping an old woman to
escape her persecutors is a moral act, regardless of the identity of those involved.
The judge’s behavior indeed seems to fit this first impression when he invites
Frau Rosenthal to hide in one of his apartment’s rooms. The judge, bringing
something warm to drink and eat,
said to the terrified woman, ‘First have some breakfast, Frau Rosenthal, and
then we can talk!’ And when she wanted to bring out a word of thanks, he said
kindly, ‘No, please, I insist. Just make yourself at home here, take an example
by me!’
With that, he picked up the book under the reading lamp and calmly carried on
reading, all the while mechanically stroking his beard. He seemed entirely
oblivious of his visitor.
By and by, a little confidence returned to the frightened old Jewess. For months
she had lived in fear and confusion, with her bags packed, always waiting for a
vicious attack. For months she had known no home nor ease nor peace nor
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calm. And now here she was sitting with the old gentleman whom before she
had never seen except on the stairs, and very occasionally at that; the light and
dark brown leather bindings of many books looked down at her, there was a
large mahogany desk by the window (furniture the likes of which she had once
owned herself, in the early years of her marriage), a slightly warm Zwickau
carpet was under her feet. And then, add in the old gentleman himself, reading
his book, stroking away at his not un-Jewish-looking goatee, and wearing a
long dressing gown that reminded her of her father’s kaftan.
It was as though a spell has caused a whole world of dirt, blood, and tears to
fade away, and she was back in a time when Jews were still respected people,
not fugitive vermin facing extermination.604
Frau Rosenthal does not only feel safer, following the judge’s kind behavior, but also
imagines her environment as her home and him as her family. Yet when she tries,
once again, to thank her benefactor, suggesting that she poses danger to him and
should perhaps go back to her flat, she interrupts his reading and seems to annoy him.
The judge urges Frau Rosenthal not to worry about him, assures her that returning to
her flat or contacting her imprisoned husband would only lead to negative results.
Then she noticed a change in him:
Suddenly his eyes were no more smiling, and his voice sounded strict. She saw
that this small, gentle, kindly man (once known as the bloody Fromm, Fromm
the executioner605) was following some implacable law, probably the law of
that Justice he referred to earlier.
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‘Frau Rosenthal,’ (said this bloody Fromm606) quietly, ‘you are my guest – as
long as you obey the (laws607) of my hospitality.’608
With a somber voice the judge counts what she is and isn’t allowed to do. “Do you
understand?” He then leads her to a room, which used to belong to his deceased
daughter, and advises her, for the safety of both of them, to sleep during the day and
stay up at night. “‘I’m not going to lock the door, Frau Rosenthal,’ he said, ‘but I do
ask that you bolt it immediately from the inside.’”609 In an instance, the warmness and
familiarity of the home disappears and the house of rescue seems to turn into a prison.
What she longed for was to be treated as a human again, but it is not what she
received. The book grants us a glimpse at her thoughts:
He is a good and kind old gentleman, but so distant. I could never talk to him
properly, the way I talked to Siegfried [her husband].
If first she incorporated the judge, this “old gentleman,” into her family, now she
stresses the strangeness of this man that the text describes as “this bloody Fromm”:
I think he is cold. For all his goodness he is cold. His goodness itself is cold.
That’s on account of the law he serves, the law of justice. I have followed only
one law, which is to love my husband and children and help them in their lives.
And now I’m sitting here with this old man, and everything I am has fallen
from me. That’s the solitude he mentioned. It’s not quite half past six in the
morning, and I won’t see him again until ten at night. Fifteen and a half hours
by myself – what will I discover about myself that I never knew? I’m afraid,
I’m so afraid! I think I am going to scream in my sleep! Fifteen and a half
hours. He could have spent at least the half hour sitting with me. But he wanted
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to go on with his old book. For all his goodness, human beings don’t mean
anything to him, the only thing that has meaning for him is his justice. He does
it for that, not for me. It would only matter to me if he did it for my sake.610
This paragraph and the chapter as a whole emphasize the situation of terror and
solitude in which Nazi persecution put the Jews. The dialogue between the judge and
Frau Rosenthal thus allows the reader access to the inner thoughts and fears of the
persecuted and invites their empathy.611 Yet I think that Fallada also constructed this
episode to criticize assistance to Jews in what he saw as the wrong way and coming
out of the wrong reasons.
Fallada echoes here two common motivations for philosemitism, which have
their roots at least in the late eighteenth century. The first refers to the expression of
support toward Jews as individual humans and on the base of an interpersonal
acquaintance. It is this idea that Lessing expressed in his play Nathan der weise, in
which he urges his non-Jewish fellows to judge him as a friend, rather than as “a Jew”
(as discussed in the first chapter). The second refers to support or affection toward
Jews grounded on political, religious, or legal convictions that place a certain principle
and not the particular individual at the center.612 One could argue that this is a minor
point that should not be seen as an actual critique. Indeed, Fallada emphasizes here
that the judge is good and kind. But in rigidly following his “laws” the judge misses
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the human aspect of the situation and unintentionally continues the persecution rather
than stops it. Fallada stressed this critique further when describing the judge’s lack of
empathy as the thing that led to the death of Frau Rosenthal and to the failure of this
rescue attempt.
At the end of the chapter we read the following: “So it came about that Frau
Rosenthal saw no human being during the first three days of her protective
custody.”613 The author used the term “protective custody” (Schutzhaft), which the
Nazis employed as an excuse to incarcerate their opponents with the claim of
protecting them from “popular anger.” In doing so, the text again associates the
judge’s apartment with a prison. The text continues: “She slept through the nights and
woke to anguished, fear-tormented days. On the fourth day, half-crazed, she did614
something.”615 A few chapters later we are told what Frau Rosenthal did. Waking up
from a nightmare, she cannot stand the loneliness and isolation anymore and leaves
the apartment to look for the judge, to speak to him. She swallows many sleeping pills
in order to escape the loneliness, but does not fall asleep. Eventually she wanders to
her own apartment, hoping to see her husband. Instead, three Nazi officials enter the
apartment and interrogate her. When the three are momentarily distracted she enters
the kitchen and jumps out of the window. When Fromm learns of Frau Rosenthal’s
death he says to his maid, reflecting on his mistake: “You can’t just want to save
someone. Also the other must completely agree with the rescue.”616
It appears that Fallada stressed the failure of the judge, a positive figure in the
novel, not in order to question his deed itself, but rather to highlight the importance of
interpersonal humane sentiments that were missing among the German population
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during the Third Reich. By criticizing this positive and authoritative figure, Fallada
may have wanted to make his readers conscious not only of abstract principles and
ideals (such as justice), but also to assert that good intentions are not enough. In a state
of human catastrophe, empathy and understanding are necessary.
Also other works of fiction from this period portray good intentions and
incomplete actions as insufficient for opposing the Nazis and for helping the
persecuted Jews. One such work is Carl Zuckmayer’s play Des Teufels General (The
Devil’s General).617 Zuckmayer wrote the play during the war while in exile and it
received its first staging in Zurich, Switzerland on December 14, 1946. The play
focuses on the figure of Harras, a celebrated WWI pilot and a general who is in charge
of the production of new fighter planes for the German Luftwaffe. He is depicted as
very manly and witty character that drinks a lot, enjoys life, and openly expresses his
dislike for the Nazis. Harras is held responsible for the malfunction and possible
sabotage of planes in which German fighters are killed. The SS arrests and later
releases him under the condition that he must find the person guilty of the sabotage.
Upon Harras’s return, Oderbruch, one of his reliable engineers, confesses to Harras
that he is the one who damaged the planes and explains his deeds as acts of resistance
against the Nazi regime. Harras neither betrays his friend nor joins him. Instead, he
climbs on one of the defective planes and plunges to his death.
Zuckmayer described the play in the following way:
It is the tragedy of the ‘apolitical person’ in general, who avoids a clear
political and moral decision for the sake of his profession, his expertise, and his
sportily passion [in this case the passion for flying], and for which the pilotgeneral is only the strongest symbolization.
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The entire play depicts a conflict of conscience – Harras’s actual ‘adversary’ is
[…] his own conscience, which he initially tries to cover […] with occasional
humane [and] decent actions (gelegetlichen menschlichen anständigen
Aktionen), but […] which drive him more and more to a corner and eventually
bring to his downfall.618
Harras’s “occasional humane and decent actions” seem to refer in particular to his
attempt to save a Jewish man (Dr. Bergmann) and his wife, who were persecuted for
Rassenschande, by flying them out of Germany. But Harras is arrested before the plan
can materialize, and the couple commits suicide by taking poison. Olivia, his friend,
who participated in the attempted rescue, gives Harras a farewell letter that Dr.
Bergmann addressed to him, which echoes the theme of a mixed-couple’s suicide, as
examined above:
“My dear friend – When this letter reaches you, I have taken the step toward
freedom. This is the only way to freedom possible for me, after all that I have
experienced. We have taken this step calmly, without pain. I haven’t the
strength for a ‘new life’ and I cannot buy it with the sacrifices of my friends. I
know what you were willing to do for us. You did it for others […]. The
thought that there are still human beings like you” --619
Harras stops reading the letter at this point, before the scene would turn into emotional
kitsch. It is Olivia who praises his behavior, stating that he should be proud of it, that
he earned it. But Harras replies:
What noble people we are. […] Each of us has his conscience Jew
(Gewissensjuden), or Jews, so that he can sleep at night. But one cannot buy
618
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his way out of it in this manner. It is self-deception. We are still guilty of what
is happening to thousands of people we don’t know and can never help. Guilty
and damned for all eternity. Permitting malice to happen is worse than doing
it.620
This scene, as well as later references to it in the play, establishes Harras as a
Judenfreund who has already rescued several Jews, and against whom one cannot
raise any moral accusations. Furthermore, throughout the play Harras and his friends
express solidarity with the Jews on various occasions.621 In this way, readers and
viewers are given the opportunity to identify with “good Germans” rather than with
perpetrators. At the same time, however, Harras’s reply to Olivia criticizes even this
kind of assistance to Jews as merely a way to temporarily sooth one’s conscience and
thus avoid effective action. Since, in the words of Zuckmayer above, Harras stands
here as an extreme example for the deeds of Germans in general, the play criticizes all
other minor acts of humanity, solidarity, and assistance, which other works of fiction,
such as Das Brandopfer, celebrate. These acts include the greetings of Jews on the
street, the occasional buying in Jewish businesses or going to Jewish doctors, those
actions that after the war Germans claimed to have been doing and thereby presented
themselves as moral anti-Nazis (as we have seen in the previous chapter).
But if solidarity with and assistance to Jews isn’t enough, then what is? In this
scene Harras admits he does not know, and both he and Olivia ascertain their
helplessness facing the Nazi state. It is Oderbruch who later answers this question with
his uncompromised resistance. Whereas Harras hated the Nazis but also served their
military goals, Oderbruch is willing to bear the guilt of causing his friends’ death for
the sake of fighting the Nazis. Zuckmayer admitted in an article published in May
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1948 that he had problems fully embracing Oderbruch’s actions, but that he
nevertheless favored his standpoint over that of Harras.622
Zuckmayer wished the play to present the complex choices, doubts, and
compromises of the time, without giving a simple identification figure. But the play
itself also offered less critical perspectives on the Nazi years that go against the
playwright’s intentions.623 Unlike Oderbruch, who is an underdeveloped and pale
character, Harras is charming and heroic and identification with him is more easily
attainable. It should not surprise us, therefore, that the occupation authorities in
Germany feared that Harras’s figure might rehabilitate the Wehrmacht and its generals
shortly after these generals stood on trial in Nuremberg.624 When the British and
Americans (but not the Soviets and the French) eventually authorized its staging in
late 1947, reviewers of the play were skeptical whether the audience would understand
Zuckmayer’s complex message and pointed out that the general’s suicide might be
perceived as atonement, or simply as yet another failure of a tragic figure that had no
control over the events.625 Zuckmayer attempted to guide the audiences to a “correct
reading” by participating in a series of public discussions about his play.626 Yet it
seems that what made Des Teufels General into one of the most often staged plays in
the immediate postwar years627 was Harras’s wit rather than his admittance of a moral
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failing and we definitely cannot assume a wide public approval of Oderbruch’s
actions.628
By 1955, the play was shown over 5000 times in West Germany,629 and
Zuckmayer’s efforts to film it reached fruition. The director was Helmut Käutner,
whom we already know, who made a few changes in the story. The film makes
Oderbruch into a more morally acceptable figure,630 and the public discussions in
West Germany by the mid 1950s presented a growing willingness to view the German
resistance to Hitler in positive terms. This gradual change took place both on the
political and legal levels631 as well as in a number of films, some of which directly
praised German soldiers’ use of violence against the Nazi regime, as in the case of
Oderbruch.632
More important for us are the film’s changes regarding the failed rescue of the
couple. First off, the couple (now called Rosenfeld) is not “mixed” but Jewish. It may
be that Zuckmayer, whose “half Jewish” mother survived thanks to her mixed
marriage, originally chose a mixed couple out of autobiographical reasons. Käutner, in
contrast, probably did not want to repeat this constellation from his earlier film (In
jenen Tagen) and preferred instead to portray Harras (played by the charming Curd
Jürgens) as the person with the sole responsibility for the Jews’ rescue, without
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sharing it with the non-Jewish partner.633 Therefore, the film treats the failed rescue as
Harras’s personal failure.
At the same time, however, Peter Reichel rightly points out that the film gives
much more attention to Harras’s arrest and thus emphasizes his powerlessness vis-àvis the Nazi regime.634 Furthermore, in the film Harras directly sees the Jewish couple
laying dead on a park bench and views in it a sign for the danger that also he and his
loved ones might face. Manuel Köppen argues accordingly that “[t]he reference to the
persecution of Jews has shifted its function from the question of guilt (in the play) to
the condemnation of an inhuman regime (in the film).”635 Köppen does not reflect on
Käutner’s decision to make the mixed couple Jewish and thus overlooks the film’s
criticism aimed at the general as the person who took their fate in his hands and failed
them. But his observation nevertheless reveals the change of emphasis from the
immediate postwar years in which many authors focused on a moral self-examination
to the West German Cold War rhetoric of the 1950s that presented the Nazis as a
totalitarian regime similar to the contemporary Soviet “threat.”
Both Fallada and Zuckmayer/Käutner use short episodes of failed rescue in
order to examine the moral commitment of their protagonists and to raise critical
points even when the general depiction of these characters invites positive
identification. The use of failed rescue accounts for criticism is most intriguing in
works that present the German population (soldiers and civilians) as victims rather
than as perpetrators, but nevertheless include such episodes in order to remind the
German audiences of their moral failures and not only of their suffering. Two such
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works are the 1955 book Am grünen Strand der Spree (On the Green Shore of the
River Spree) by Hans Scholz636 and its successful 1960 TV film adaptation (dir. Fritz
Umgelter),637 as well as the 1959 film Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (Night Fell over
Gotenhafen) of director Frank Wisbar.

Failure and Transformation
The final pattern of failed rescue portrays it as the cause of a protagonist’s
transformation. The notion of a personal transformation was common in postwar
German fictional accounts. It functioned as a way to urge Germans to acknowledge
their mistakes in the Nazi period and to embark on a new path in the postwar years. A
recurring depiction of transformation presents a German soldier who believes to be
fighting for his fatherland, family, and friends, and is unaware of the Nazi goals in the
war and the killing of civilians. Once he witnesses war crimes, the soldier experiences
some kind of shock and is looking, disappointed and betrayed, for a way out of the
situation. This depiction is based on the soldier’s knowledge of the facts. It does not
present him (or the majority of German soldiers) as morally flawed in any way, but
rather denounces the deceitful and exploitative Nazi regime, and supports the common
postwar claim that Germans did not know about the Holocaust.
In Des Teufels General we find this figure in the young officer Hartmann. In
the first part of the play, Hartmann is eager to die in battle for the Nazi cause. Yet a
conversation with Harras and later the witnessing of his fellow soldiers killing
civilians trigger in him a negative response toward the Nazis and the war. As in many
such depictions, an older, experienced figure (Harras) helps the younger soldier find a
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new direction – in this case by assigning him to Oderbruch and opening his way to the
resistance.638 While the young man begins a new moral path, which Zuckmayer saw as
an example for the German youth after the war,639 the member of the older generation
is not given the option of transformation because of his complicity in the Nazi war.
His figure follows the classic tragic model of a man who acknowledges his sins and
whose death serves to both pay for his misdeeds and awaken fear and pity among the
viewers, thereby unraveling the reasons of his failure.640
The death of the protagonist in fictional works of the discussed period did not
always take place within a scheme of transformation. While postwar German fictional
accounts often present the protagonist’s realization that the war is not what he thought
it would be, this does not necessarily lead him to try and change the situation. We find
this kind of passive realization in “apolitical” West German war films from the 1950s
that critics exposed as apologetic pieces supporting the Federal Republic’s
remilitarization and Cold War politics.641 One prominent example is the 1958
blockbuster Der Stern von Afrika (The Star of Africa, dir. Alfred Weidemann). The
film celebrates the legendary fighter pilot Hans-Joachim Marseille who shot down
more than 150 enemy planes. It portrays the pilot as a “good guy” in an adventurous
and “normal” war, showing neither signs of racism (the German pilots treat a black
African servant as equal) nor any dead enemy pilots. Still, the death that meets all
German pilots presents heroism and fame as illusionary, and the former enthusiastic
Marseille turns into a bitter man who pities the new recruits, who are unaware of the
cruelty of war, and delivers himself willingly to death.
638
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A few West German films from this decade do reveal WWII as the criminal
war that it was, yet also there the moment of realization does not necessarily lead to
oppositional action. The 1958 film U-47 – Kapitänleutnant Prien (U-47 – Marine
Captain Prien, dir. Harald Reinl) presents the story of a famous submarine captain and
his crew who realize that some ships they sunk were not military vessels, but rather
transported refugees from Nazi Germany. The images of floating civilian bodies haunt
the minds of the captain and the crew and change their attitudes toward the regime.
Yet the men are presented as having no choice but to continue fighting until also their
submarine is sunk. The film’s final scene shows the seamen’s women holding babies
in their hands, thus suggesting that the possibility of transformation is given to the
next generation alone.642
We find similar moments of realization also in East German fictional works. In
1958, the same year in which the film about Prien appeared, the East German Rolf
Guddat published a novel narrating the case of another submarine captain who has
doubts whether he serves his fatherland or rather Hitler’s murderous war.643 In this
sense, war novels and stories published in the GDR share with West German works
the portrayal of the soldier as a victim of a senseless war, whose real aims he is
initially unaware of. But East German literary works contained a stronger political and
moral critique than their West German equivalences and stressed the transformation of
the protagonists from soldiers in Hitler’s army into fighters against fascism.644 The
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same applies also to several DEFA films.645 Probably the most publicly familiar
example of such a transformation in East German accounts related to the historical
case of Wehrmacht soldiers who turned into antifascists in the Soviet POW camps and
founded there the resistance organization Nationalkomitee “Freies Deutschland”
(National Committee “Free Germany”).646 In this case, the fictional accounts
indubitably drew on the historical occurrence and its commemoration in the GDR.
A few East German fictional works present a different transformation from the
one discussed so far.647 In them, the change that the protagonist undergoes is not based
primarily on the acquisition of new facts, but rather on deeper reasons. In the
remaining of this section I explore such a change that leads the protagonist to attempt
and save Jews, and how the failure of this attempt completes his transformation
process and aims to draw the viewers along.
I will discuss this pattern by looking at an East German film production that
premiered in early 1959, Konrad Wolf’s Sterne (Stars). Wolf is the son of the famous
German-Jewish playwright Friedrich Wolf and at the time a rather young, yet
promising filmmaker. The Bulgarian Angel Wagenstein wrote the film’s script and the
production was hailed as the first German-Bulgarian cooperation. The film tells the
story of Walter (Jürgen Frohriep), a young German sergeant, an artist, who, together
with his superior and friend Kurt (Erik S. Klein) returned from the Eastern front and is
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now in charge of a Wehrmacht workshop in Bulgaria. Life seems peaceful in this
romantic country area, apart from a few attempts at stealing weapons by the partisans.
One day a convoy of Greek Jews arrives. The Jews are imprisoned in a
temporary camp before they will be put on a train to Auschwitz (a name that Walter
does not know at this stage of the film). Walter’s behavior is characterized by
reservation and disinterest in what goes on around him, until a young and beautiful
Jewish woman, from behind the barbed wire, asks him to call a doctor to treat a
pregnant woman. When he says it’s none of his business, she confronts him and
denounces all Germans as beasts. The woman, Ruth (Sascha Kruscharska), returns to
her people, and the camera follows her, while she walks among different characters of
Jews in a crowded building.648 Suddenly, Walter appears together with a doctor, who
tends to the woman in labor. From this moment on, Walter and Ruth meet several
times and take long romantic walks, in which she reproaches him for his indifference
toward life.
The closer the two get, the more Walter tries to help Ruth and the Jews in the
camp. Yet whatever he does, fails. The delivery of the baby by the doctor he brought
was successful, but the baby died a day later. He smuggles medications into the camp,
but these are discovered and the Jews are punished for it and receive no food for three
days. Finally, Walter tries to convince Ruth to escape the transport to Auschwitz, but
she refuses to leave her family, and his friend Kurt fools him to think that the transport
leaves the next day. After arranging a hideout for Ruth, Walter goes to the railway,
and arrives just in time to see the train leaving and finally disappearing into a tunnel.
The train entering the dark tunnel seems to symbolize the death awaiting the Jewish
passengers.
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In a recent analysis of the film, Thomas Elsaesser designated this series of
unsuccessful actions a performance of failure.649 According to Elsaesser, these failures
have a function of reminding the viewers that what they see, and thus the Holocaust as
a whole, is in the past and cannot be prevented. Therefore, the hope for a happy
ending, which movies often promise and deliver, should not be expected. In so doing,
Sterne differs from other failed rescue stories (such as Anne Frank’s diary and Romeo
und Julia und die Finsternis) that build up hope that at least that girl would survive.650
We have seen that such hope could play a central role in viewers’/readers’
identification with the Jewish victims. Sterne’s filmmakers, whose families were
persecuted as Jews, clearly did not want to prevent such identification, and their
elaborate reference to the Jewish fate is almost unprecedented in both West and East
German films up to that time.651 Yet their focus lay elsewhere. In constructing a series
of already known failures, the film does not only commemorate the Holocaust, but
also functions as the point in which the future can be altered.
At the end of the film Walter returns to the town and offers his acquaintance,
the Bulgarian partisan, assistance in supplying weapons to the war against Nazi
Germany. A brochure of the film states:
This film was made so that we won’t forget [the persecution of the Jews], so
that our memory against fascism, which threatens humanity again, will remain
strong. […] Walter cannot save Ruth from the transport to the death camp
Auschwitz. But that, which their love has bred, will last. Ruth’s belief that truth
and justice will triumph over the terror of fascism had transformed Walter. His
649
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love to Ruth taught him that it makes sense to fight for this goal up to one’s last
breath.”652
When stating that fascism “threatens humanity again,” the brochure argues that the
antifascist struggle is still relevant for the late 1950s in East Germany. As another,
multilingual brochure, affirms (English in the original):
The makers of the film, themselves participants in the fight against fascism, do
not aim only to remind us of the past. The film is a warning that things like this
could happen once again, and an appeal to us to make such a development
impossible. This depends upon all men of good will, people like Walter who
have not yet found their place in life, but who must find their place. The people
need peace, but peace needs people, active people who know that it is too late
if they wait until all is lost. Fascism must not be allowed to return: war must
not be allowed to return.653
These brochures do not say explicitly what is the new face of fascism, but several East
German newspaper reviews do. The reviews pointed to “the perilous present in which
we live” and juxtaposed the Nazi persecution of the Jews with the rise of “antisemitic
excesses” in West Germany.654 Some reviewers added to their discussion of Sterne
also the film documentary A Diary for Anne Frank (mentioned above), which
premiered in 1958 and attacked West Germany’s political elites that allowed former
Nazi officials to walk free in the republic.655 The East German references to the film
thus followed the GDR’s antifascist myth and propaganda campaigns since about
652
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1956, which distinguished the FRG (depicted as a state harboring former Nazi
officials and pursuing an imperialist-fascist policy) from the GDR (portrayed as an
antifascist state and a haven of socialist humanism).656
The political-ideological interpretations of the film’s message did not start only
after it was finished. Wolf and Wagenstein had to present their work in progress in
front of a committee and discuss, for example, what would be the most appropriate
ending for the film.657 Furthermore, an internal evaluation of the finished product from
the last day of 1958 hailed the creation of a film whose “relevant political meaning” is
expressed “when the re-fascization and the open persecution of the Jews in West
Germany makes further steps.”658 1957-1958 indeed witnessed an increase in
antisemitic incidents in the West German society that gained a growing public
attention there and in the Eastern neighbor.659 These incidents gave the GDR an
opportunity to depict itself in a more positive light than the “other” Germany in the
West, and the policy that emerged from it influenced also its cultural production. The
film Sterne thus served both as a self-reassuring moral proof of the GDR, while urging
German viewers to acknowledge their past failures and use them as a means for a
transformation and commitment to East German antifascism.
The notion of acknowledging one’s mistakes and learning from them was not
only a product of the specific political context, however, but also a recurring topic in

656

Illichmann, Die DDR und die Juden, 136-148.
„Aktennotiz der Diskussion des Rohdrehbuches ‚Sterne’,“ (18.3.1958), Konrad Wolf Archiv, AdK.
Akte 374. It is important to note that the version of the script presented in this meeting, the film ended
with Walter surrendering after being caught for stealing weapons for the partisans. The committee
examining the film, however, saw this ending as too pessimistic. The preference of a more open ending
seems, therefore, to express a conscious choice in an optimistic conclusion that would encourage action
against fascism.
658
„Einschätzung des Films ‚Sterne’,“ (31.12.1958), Konrad Wolf Archiv, AdK. Akte 374. This
formulation was common in East German anti-FRG declarations of the late 1950s.
659
Bergmann, Antisemitismus in öffentlichen Konflikten, 198-235.
657

213
the films that Konrad Wolf directed before and after Sterne.660 In these films one can
identify “the long road to understanding,”
along which the central characters learn to reassess themselves and their place
in society, a process of searching and reflecting which forms the core of Wolf’s
conception of the social and political issues he projects into the screen. […]
We see his protagonists steeped in false values or misled by the force of
circumstances, learning, though perhaps only partially, to face and correct their
mistakes.661
Such a “road for understanding” is different from the cases of realization and
transformation we have discussed above, since in Sterne it is not only the
confrontation with new facts that changes Walter and pushes him on a new path. It is,
rather, a process of self-discovery, examination, and criticism that he undergoes, and it
is indeed a very lengthy process. Walter starts as a person indifferent to all that is
around him. Ruth’s accusing words and later his love to her change this, and he starts
taking action. He does not become a wholly different person, since Ruth, who
“recognizes his original decency” only “awakens and strengthens his conscience” (as
an official DEFA publication tells us).662 But just as in the previous examples, also
here his transformation is possible because he is not a perpetrator, but merely a
bystander guilty of nothing more than apathy.
But what action should Walter take? Here we see the second function of the
series of failures in the film. Each of them signifies a certain step further that Walter is
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willing to make (bring a doctor, smuggle medications to the sick Jews, save Ruth).
“But what about the rest of the Jews?” – his acquaintance, the Bulgarian partisan, asks
him. In all of these actions Walter avoids choosing a side. These are nothing but
“occasional humane and decent actions,” as Zuckmayer called them. Only with the
final failure, marked with the train taking the Jews to their death, does Walter make
the ultimate choice and turns to fight Nazi Germany as a whole. Only in this way, can
he save the rest of the Jews and complete his transformation.
The West German reactions to Sterne are telling as well. The FRG’s Foreign
Office that was in charge of the state’s moral reputation attempted to prevent the film
from participating in the 1959 Cannes Film Festival, since its depiction of Germans
persecuting Jews might “damage the German standing in the world.”663 Furthermore,
when the film was distributed in West Germany, it was shown without the final scene,
in which Walter decides to join the partisans.664 Desertion, which in East Germany
was interpreted positively as a moral transformation, was a highly problematic issue in
the FRG that distributors probably preferred to avoid.665 As a result, West German
reviewers often praised Sterne as a poetic film about the need to “never forget,” but
their references to the rescue were often quite different from their East German
colleagues. While East German commentators emphasized the failed rescue and
Walter’s resulting transformation, some West German reviewers saw the failed rescue
as demonstrating the impossibility of helping Jews.666 Instead of criticizing the
“occasional humane and decent actions” as insufficient, they celebrated these as the
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only thing that could have been done. One reviewer even goes so far and claims that
under the conditions of the dictatorial regime, most Germans indeed tried to help the
Jews.667 Another actually guessed that Walter might eventually decide to turn to the
partisans, but focused on the depiction of the Holocaust rather than on the implications
of the protagonist’s decision.668 While many of these reviews expressed their
satisfaction over the absence of explicit political propaganda in the film, others
condemned it as exactly that. One article even asked where did the “Soviet-German
DEFA,” representing “a similar inhuman (menschenverachtend) system” to that of the
Nazis, found the moral justification to make such a film.669

Conclusion
Why did most authors of fiction in West and East Germany prefer to depict
unsuccessful rather than successful stories of rescuing Jews? After surveying these
depictions’ main patterns from 1945 to the mid 1960s we can say the following.
Successful rescue accounts gave authors the possibility of enlightening and educating
postwar Germans by offering identifications with “good Germans” and focusing on
what each individual should and perhaps could have done. These works were
characterized by a positive and reaffirming message and contained only minor points
of criticism thus enabling Germans to embrace this embodiment of a humanistic
morality without being burdened by a direct condemnation of their moral failures
under Nazism. This was one way of encouraging former members of the Nazi
Volksgemeinschaft to reject the moral values they were supposed to adopt in the
twelve years under Hitler.

667

G.A., „Die Spur der Menschlichkeit: ‚Sterne’ – Ein Film ohne Hass,“ Film und Frau 2 (1960): 114117.
668
S. F., „Mit Authentizität: Der Film ‚Sterne’,“ Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (15.7.1960), in
Konrad Wolf Archiv, AdK. Akte 347.
669
„Sterne,“ Der Kurier (West Berlin), 18.6.1960), in Konrad Wolf Archiv, AdK. Akte 347.

216
Other authors, however, Jews and non-Jews, must have feared that accounts of
successful rescue would appear as overtly exculpatory, that they might disregard the
fact of the German majority’s indifference to the fate of Jews, and might support the
continuing doubts among parts of the population regarding the factuality of the
Holocaust. Therefore, what they did was to insist on an unhappy ending in the
depiction of the Jews during the Third Reich. In this way, at least a part of the Jews’
catastrophe found its expression and the audience was denied the relief on the survival
of the Jewish protagonist. To counter such relief, many of the works we have
examined introduced dramatic measures that aimed to make viewers and readers
identify with the Jewish figures, participate in their anguish and suffering, and then
acknowledge their deaths.
It is significant, however, that these works did not simply present the
persecution of Jews, but felt a need to couple it with attempted rescue acts by nonJews. In doing so, Germans could see themselves not as immoral perpetrators, but as
weak bystanders or victims of the Nazis. At the same time, however, some of the
works used depictions of unsuccessful rescue as means to criticize the Germans’ moral
failures and as a trigger for what they saw as a much-needed transformation. Yet even
then, none of the protagonists is described committing acts of violence and
immorality, which was a role reserved for one-dimensional characterizations of a
minority of “the others.” Thus the critique does not challenge the reassuring image of
the German societies, whose members may have admitted that they did not do enough
to stop the Holocaust, but rarely confessed that they actively participated in it.
Nevertheless, depictions of unsuccessful rescue offered readers and viewers the
possibility of critically examining their behavior in the past. Exactly because these
works of fiction rejected the notions of a German collective guilt and presented
Germans as weak victims they were able to confront a wide audience with at least

217
some issues of Germans’ failures. Therefore, those scholars of German memory who
reduce postwar successful and unsuccessful depictions of Jews to mere apologetic
accounts miss the complex message that these depictions carry.
But why do depictions of unsuccessful rescue predominate in fictional rather
than non-fictional accounts? The reason for that seems to lie in the different purposes
and characteristics of the two. Fiction offered flexibility in presenting one’s vision of
the past and the future, and unsuccessful rescue seemed to allow for more complex
and critical messages. It enabled authors to use familiar dramatic constellations and
symbols, such as the power of heterosexual love, to stir up human affection and
overcome racial thought, and thus attract the public. Furthermore, authors may have
had personal or collective apologetic intentions, but in composing a work of fiction
they were not obliged to prove their own personal morality, unlike many of the
composers of non-fictional accounts we have encountered in the previous chapter.
Presenting a case of failed rescue in front of a denazification court or in one’s
memoirs was potentially counter-productive, and authors of non-fiction thus usually
neglected to mention what happened with “their Jews” after they allegedly helped
them. While this could be done in non-fictional accounts it was hardly possible in
works of fiction, whose viewers/readers expect a closure of some sort. The question of
what happens to the protagonists is, therefore, an important element of the fictional
plot and was often central to what the piece wished to convey.
I have analyzed, or at least mentioned, practically all of the fictional depictions
of successful and unsuccessful rescue from the discussed period that I could find. The
number of these works is certainly not massive. Yet it includes more than a few
blockbusters and bestsellers that received much public attention and aroused debates
in newspapers and in academic circles. The public presence of these works was not
restricted to the time of their initial composition, since many of them received several
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printings, were re-screened in film theaters and on television, restaged, and rebroadcasted. Quite a few of them were also adapted to different media, thus
prolonging their exposure to German audiences in some cases into the 1980s and
1990s. For example, Fallada’s 1947 Jeder stirbt für sich allein was filmed in East and
West Germany in 1970 and 1976 (respectively), Andersch’s 1957 Sansibar was made
into a film (again) in 1987, and Zuckmayer’s Des Teufels General was staged once
more in Berlin in 1996. Each adaptation offered a new interpretation of the piece and
of the past, and the discussions around the new versions or their renewed exposure
demonstrated the changes in the public attitudes toward the Nazi past.670
In spite of these pieces’ “afterlife,” German authors of fiction appear to have
abandoned the topic of successful and unsuccessful rescue in works they composed
after the mid 1960s. One reason for that seems to be connected to the change in
literary conventions since the late 1950s, which moved away from the stereotypical
functionalization of Jews as “types” and “points of reference” for the non-Jewish
protagonists to more complex and individualistic Jewish figures.671 In the late 1950s
and during the 1960s we also find a growing public emphasis on German perpetrators
in both East and West Germany. This focus seems to have undermined the validity
and usefulness of portraying good German rescuers, even if for the sake of criticizing
some of their moral failures, and moved the discussion to other directions.672 Yet
while literary philosemitism gradually disappeared by the 1960s, making references to
rescue more minor and rare, philosemitism and also rescue continued to appear in
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popular television, both in the FRG,673 and the GDR,674 in fiction and non-fiction
programs. Furthermore, the depiction of rescuing Jews did not lose its validity with
the new focus on German perpetrators. As we shall see in the next chapter, these new
tendencies actually endowed the topic of rescue with new significance.
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Chapter Four:
“There Were Also Others”: The Gathering of Rescuers from the Late 1950s to
the mid 1970s
In the previous two chapters we explored the scattered character of public
references to rescuing Jews in the first two decades of the postwar Germanys. We saw
that while some fictional and non-fictional accounts from this period received a wide
public attention, the issue of rescuing Jews had no consistent and unified presence in
public discussions. The topic of rescue was used for various purposes, often acting as
an attribute, without attempting to seek and commemorate rescue and rescuers in
general as a separate topic. In what follows, we shall examine a few concentrated
initiatives in both German states from the late 1950s to the mid 1970s that actively
looked for rescuers of Jews. They celebrated German rescuers as national role models
in public debates and commemorative settings, providing them with new conceptual,
public, and institutional frameworks. Most importantly, these initiatives made
concentrated efforts to find and honor German rescuers and thus gather what was until
then a scattered memory.
The chapter will start by examining the public celebration of rescuers of Jews
around the Eichmann Trial. In the second section we will look at the first anthology of
rescuers that appeared in West Germany and its influence on similar publications that
collected the stories of rescuers in the FRG, but also the GDR. The third section will
explore the contribution of these publications to West German official initiatives in
honor of rescuers. And, finally, the fourth section will trace the role of solidarity with
and assistance to Jews in and around East German concentration camp memorials.
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The Eichmann Trial
On May 23, 1960, David Ben Gurion, the Israeli prime minister, announced
the capture of Adolf Eichmann, a former SS man who took an active part in planning
the “Final Solution.” The news encountered much interest throughout the world, and
also in the East and West German media, which discussed the question of Eichmann’s
abduction from Argentina and where he should be tried.675 The upcoming trial raised
concerns among the West German government that feared negative international
publicity. It had good reasons to be concerned. From the mid 1950s, the FRG had had
bad publicity due to an increase in antisemitic incidents (from public insults aimed at
Jews to the distribution of neo-Nazi and antisemitic materials) that caused an outcry in
West Germany and abroad. An even greater challenge to the West German
government posed a series of desecrations of Jewish cemeteries and synagogues on
Christmas 1959 and in the first months of 1960, i.e. around the time when Ben Gurion
announced Eichamnn’s capture.676
The threat to West Germany’s reputation, stability, and democratic character
was considerable,677 and in 1959-1960 the government took swift steps to improve the
political education in schools and universities, and passed a law against the incitement
of popular hatred (Volksverhetzung).678 Furthermore, a month before the Eichmann
Trial began, the West German Foreign Office, which was in charge of monitoring
events and publications that could damage the republic’s reputation, advised the
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chancellor’s office to prepare for incriminating evidences on members of the FRG’s
administration that might come up in the proceedings.679
The Foreign Office spoke with the experience of prior years. In the 1950s the
GDR launched occasional campaigns that exposed the Nazi past of leading figures in
the FRG’s politics, economy, and justice.680 The frequency of this propaganda
increased since 1956 and in 1959-1960 it became part of a series of concentrated
campaigns that were sometimes orchestrated together with other East European
countries. The most prominent figures that these campaigns attacked were Theodor
Oberländer, the Minister for Refugees and Expellees, and Hans Globke, Adenauer’s
personal adviser, and one of the formulators of the Nuremberg racial laws.681
The GDR’s reasons for pointing out the “refascization” of the FRG were not
only related to its antifascist legacy, but also served to draw attention away from East
Germany’s internal problems. By 1959-1960, signs of economic crisis, the growing
popular dissatisfaction of the population with the regime, the rising number of East
Germans leaving to the FRG, as well as failures on the international arena, led the
SED to launch an ideological offensive to legitimize the antifascist state by
discrediting the West German government. Pointing out the FRG’s failures in
confronting and overcoming the Nazi legacy regarding the Jews was not the sole
component in the East German propaganda offensive.682 But in the late 1950s and
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early 1960s publicized events such as Anne Frank’s diary, the antisemitic incidents in
the FRG, and the Eichmann Trial, offered the SED a fertile ground on which to act.
The East German anti-FRG offensive also aimed to hide the GDR’s own recent
antisemitic incidents. In addition to cases of everyday antisemitism, the 1952-1953
Stalinist campaigns against “cosmopolitan elements” in the Eastern Block took an
anti-Jewish orientation in the GDR.683 These experiences left their mark on Jews who
hoped that antisemitism would not strike root in the “land of antifascists.”684
Furthermore, the SED’s anti-Zionist stance and the Soviet Union’s support of Arab
states aroused the disapproval of many East German Jews.685 By the mid 1950s, the
SED improved its relation to Jews686 and even before the Eichmann Trial recruited
Jewish personalities, such as the East Berlin Rabbi Martin Riesenburger, to present the
GDR as a haven for Jews.687 This turn took place also in the production of cultural
creations, such as the film Sterne (discussed in chapter three),688 and in public
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statements given, for example, in ceremonies commemorating Kristallnacht in 1960
and 1961 that functioned as pretexts for criticizing Globke and Eichmann.689
In light of these challenges, Adenauer made careful steps to draw David Ben
Gurion on his side in order to avoid the mentioning of Globke during the trial.
Therefore, while the SED took the offensive, the West German government preferred
to adopt a defensive standpoint.690 In accordance with this line, on April 10, 1961, the
eve of the trial, Adenauer delivered a speech in which he emphasized West Germany’s
special relations with Israel, and asserted that “in the moral life of the German people
today there is no more National Socialism.”691
While the chancellor did not explicitly mention German rescuers of Jews, these
played a role in West German publications that surrounded and reacted to the trial.
The news magazine Stern gave rescuers the most extensive room, when in 1961,
during the trial, it published a series of articles entitled “Es gab auch andere” (There
Were Also Others), which collected stories of rescuers, told by the people they helped
save.692 Interestingly, the first article did not, in fact, tell about the rescue of Jews. It
describes a Wehrmacht soldier who helped a few men from Luxemburg to escape an
unjust death sentence. While the next articles in the series dealt with the rescue of
Jews, it is clear that in the early 1960s, more than a decade before the Holocaust
became anchored as the most significant element in public discussions around the
Third Reich, Germans did not necessarily concentrate only on assistance to Jews when
speaking on “good Germans.”
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But why did Stern publish this series? The opening words of the series’ first
article provides us with a clue on the motivation for this publication:
Eichmann may again signalize an occasion to lump all Germans together. But
we find that this is the time to prove that our people, even in the darkest days
of its history, did not consist only of the criminal and indifferent. There were
also others. There were Germans, who risked their lives against inhumanity.
They speak only rarely about [their deeds]. That is why we give the word to
those people whom Germans threatened – until other Germans saved them.693
Unlike Adenauer’s 1951 speech during the reparation negotiations, this paragraph
speaks neither of the majority of Germans who objected the persecution nor on the
“many Germans” who helped the Jews. Its message is simply that “there were also
others,” and in this sense it does not reject the guilt of some, perhaps many Germans.
Instead, it aims to insert a balance into the depiction of Germany and the Germans by
emphasizing acts of rescue and naming the rescuers at a time in which the name of
Eichmann, a German perpetrator, occupied the headlines.694
I argue, therefore, that the moral challenge of the Eichamnn Trial contributed
to introducing the notion of a balance in relation to “good Germans” in general, and to
rescuers of Jews in particular. The reason for that lies in the fact that the trial marked a
major highpoint in the public “discovery” of perpetrators in West Germany. While
West German official statements as well as fictional and non-fictional depictions of
WWII and Nazism during much of the 1950s focused on presenting Germans as
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victims, since the late 1950s the works of artists, writers,695 and intellectuals, looked
more critically at the behavior of the German population under the Nazi regime, and
condemned what they saw as the continuation of Nazi tendencies in the Federal
Republic.696 Moreover, a renewed wave of trials of Nazi perpetrators since 1957
confronted the population with the details of the murder of the Jews. Some critics also
pointed to the role of former Nazi judges, who held on to their positions in West
Germany, in hitherto preventing the prosecution of Nazi perpetrators. In so doing,
these critical voices corroborated the GDR’s campaigns against the Blutrichter (blood
judges) in the FRG and exposed the failure of the republic’s denazification.697
The discussion surrounding Eichmann intensified the preoccupation with
German perpetrators, when West German commentators pointed to the participation of
many institutions and bureaucrats in the mass killings, thus enlarging the known
number of German perpetrators.698 In the process, Eichmann’s name became a
designation for Nazi perpetrators in general and publications from both West699 and
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East Germany700 spoke of the Eichmanns or Eichmänner safely living in the FRG and
abroad.701
Those West German authors, who wished to counter the suggestion that all or
most Germans were Eichmanns, found the best opportunities for that in the trial itself.
Among the many testimonies of survivors on the horrors that Germans inflicted on
them, there were also witnesses who told about their survival thanks to the help of
non-Jews, some of whom Germans.702 The German rescuer of Jews who gained most
attention was the Protestant priest Heinrich Grüber, whom we have already
encountered. Between 1938 and 1940, Grüber organized a network of assistance in
Berlin that made it possible for many Jews (especially Christians of “Jewish race”) to
leave Germany. The Gestapo arrested Grüber in December 1940 and he was
incarcerated in the concentration camps Sachsenhausen and later Dachau, where his
health deteriorated and he lost all his teeth as a result of ruthless beating by the guards.
Grüber was released in June 1943, and after the war he was one of the first Protestant
clergymen devoted to constructing a new positive relationship with Jews.703
All these activities made Grüber a familiar moral figure especially in Protestant
circles and in the Berlin vicinity. He was also known for his uncompromising attitude
700
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against injustice in encounters with the Allies and the SED as part of his role as
representative of the Protestant Church in East Germany (1949-1958).704 In this
position and following his actions during the war, Grüber received public honors and
tokens of appreciation from private persons and state officials during the 1940s and
1950s.705 In speeches and publications, representatives of the Protestant Church in and
around Berlin honored his service for the Church and his example of “a better
Germany.”706
With the Eichmann Trial Grüber became a known moral figure also on a
national scale. He was the only German witness of the prosecution to testify against
Eichmann, and although his testimony did not contribute much to the conviction, his
significance rested on his being on the witness stand, in Jerusalem, facing
Eichmann.707 International commentators on the trial depicted a duel-like clash
between the two men as a clash between good Germans and Nazis. West German
newspaper articles reported about Grüber’s statments on his wartime meeting with
Eichmann as an encounter with a man of no emotions, no conscience, “a block of ice,”
who is incapable of human feelings. In doing so, Grüber himself presented Eichmann
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as an exceptional and almost inhuman figure who could not be identified with the
German population in general. Against the image of the defendant, the articles
depicted Grüber as a humane and compassionate man, who did not dwell on his own
ordeal, but rather emphasized that the Jews suffered much more.708
Many of the West German press reports made references to the influence of
Grüber’s testimony on the FRG’s international reputation and on the question of
German guilt.709 The article in one of West Germany’s most widely read newspapers,
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, opened by reporting on the deep impression that
Grüber left on the Israeli public. It then noted the positive impact of his testimony on
Germany’s reputation:
The confessional courage (Bekennermut) of this clergyman (Geistliche), his
selfless and brave action for the persecuted Jews is valued as the exemplary
deed of a German, whom one perceives as worthy of imitation. This has
contributed here to some brightening up of Germany’s bleak image from those
days.710
The quote illustrates the employment of Grüber’s testimony in the “land of the Jews”
in the service of rejecting German collective guilt.711 The Eichmann Trial, which was
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the first extensive media encounter of Germans with Israel, also raised questions on
how will Israelis look at Germans. While most newspaper reports maintained a matterof-factly tone in this issue, individuals’ personal reactions to Grüber’s appearance
were often more emotional, enthusiastic, and direct. For example, in his memoirs
Grüber recalled how West German journalists thanked him after his testimony, saying
they could now “walk differently through the streets of Jerusalem. Until now we were
Eichmann’s countrymen (Landsleute), now we are Heinrich Grüber’s countrymen.”712
An even more remarkable account appears in a report that Christa G., a West German
student, who stayed in Israel from summer 1960s to summer 1961, wrote after she
returned home. G. describes how she and her fellow students followed the trial and the
international press commentaries, and laments the fact that East and West Germany
“used the trial, of all things, for mutual slander as part of the internal German Cold
War.” She then adds:
From within this gray in gray that Germany offered, came Provost Grüber. I sat
that day in the courtroom, I read all the reports and commentaries in all the
newspapers, I heard the conversations about him in the months that followed: It
was as if a thirsty, dried out soil lusts for the good deed of a little rain, and
when it came, it drew it in avariciously and lived a little, in spite of the desert
that remained. It’s not that Grüber was the only righteous man (Gerechte); this
was not how things were seen in Israel. But his testimony in the trial gave him,
and all the rest as well, the opportunity to manifest the small light, which lit in
the darkness, and so there was hope that one could believe in humanity again.
Yes, “[believe] also in Germany,” said Shulamit, my [Israeli] roommate, who
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was otherwise very skeptical, “even when only 5% of the Germans are like
him.”713
The account of Christa G. expresses the difficult situation in which many young
Germans (especially West Germans) found themselves at this time. Those who were
born in the last years of the Third Reich or after the war had to confront the
accusations on immoral conduct not only against their parents, but also against
themselves. The public debate around the antisemitic incidents in 1959-1960
emphasized the large number of teenagers and adults in their early twenties who
participated in the vandalism, and media commentators repeatedly spoke about the
moral responsibilities that the “wild” youth (influenced by Rock ‘n’ Roll and Western
consumerism) must accept.714 Furthermore, the internal and external critique against
the continuation of Nazi tendencies in West Germany made the Nazi past an issue that
concerned also the youth.715 The most common reaction of young Germans at the time
was to denounce the persecution of the Jews while simultaneously dissociating
themselves from this difficult past. But many of them still felt that they belonged to a
national collective that made the Nazi legacy into their problem as well. The
acknowledgment of this problem did not necessarily make young Germans confront
the Nazi past and their parents, but it did cause an enhanced sensitivity to this past
among younger generations.716
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The Eichmann Trial offered a figure against which young Germans could
position themselves, as well as a balancing measure. Accordingly, the media interest
in him did not cease after his testimony, but continued for months afterwards. He was
interviewed in the press and on the radio, and some newspapers dedicated long articles
to his positive impact in Israel.717 About a month after his testimony, on June 24,
1961, Grüber celebrated his 70th birthday, and this gave newspapers a special
opportunity to present him in a heroic manner.718 For some commentators, the priest’s
moral standing served to draw the attention away from discussing German collective
guilt and from the criticism against the FRG. Thus Eugen Gerstenmaier, a Protestant
theologian, CDU politician, and president of the Bundestag from 1954 to 1969, wrote
in the conservative weekly Christ und Welt on Grüber as a representative of the “other
Germany.” He then added:
One can doubt whether Grüber’s appearance in Jerusalem could overcome the
murmur in the world [saying]: Look at Eichmann, this is how the Germans are!
But there is no doubt that this Protestant priest, who waged his life against the
hatred of Jews (Judenhaß) curbed the hatred against Germans in the world in a
more effective way than many other enterprises [of the West German state].719
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Grüber himself did not share these collectively exonerating intentions. He proclaimed
that those who formerly hailed the Nazis or did not help the persecuted share
Eichmann’s guilt, and called upon the churches as well as states around the world to
reflect upon their wartime actions.720 Other voices, as well, urged West Germans not
to focus only on what the world thinks about Germans,721 and to accept Grüber not as
representing the behavior of the German majority under Hitler, but as an example for
future conduct.722
Unlike the West German press, East German newspapers ignored Grüber’s
testimony almost completely. While at least one East German Protestant newspaper
alluded to it positively,723 the report on the testimony in Neues Deutschland, the
official newspaper of the regime, mentioned only in passing that the priest saved
Jews.724 Since according to the GDR’s antifascist myth, all antifascists opposed
antisemitism, there was no need to give special attention to specific rescuers.
Moreover, even if the SED wanted to celebrate a German rescuer during the Eichmann
Trial, who could have been a suitable candidate? Grüber was problematic, because of
his conflict with the SED in 1958-1959 that led to the termination of his position as
representative of the Protestant Church in the GDR. And Georg Duckwitz, the other
German rescuer mentioned in the trial, worked for the West German Foreign Office,
that is, the same administration that the GDR deplored as full of fascists!
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To conclude what we discussed so far, the Eichmann Trial contributed to
challenging West Germans’ widespread self-depiction as victims of the Nazis, and
elicited a need for balancing accounts. The trial itself also offered the most significant
representative of such a balance in the figure of Heinrich Grüber. The articles that
celebrated the Protestant priest and other rescuers of Jews did not claim that all
Germans were Grübers, but rather aimed to counter the assumption that all were
Eichmanns. As part of that claim they also presented Grüber as a positive starting
point for dialogues with Jews and Israelis, and as a hero for the youth.
Nevertheless, this exposure of German rescuers in the FRG was not
continuous, since it was not sustained within an institutional framework. Instead,
allusions to German rescuers after the Eichmann Trial had the short-term quality of
press reports and appeared in relation to two main reference points. In the first,
rescuers were mentioned in order to balance public preoccupations with German
perpetrators. Thus during the Frankfurt Auschwitz Trial (1963-1965), the West
German press presented stories on Germans who helped Jews both as counter
narratives to depictions of German brutality725 and as part of attempts to discover the
humane behavior of some defendants.726 The second reference point after the
Eichmann Trial was attached to the lives and accomplishments of the rescuers
themselves. After the trial, the figure that received multiple honors and which the
press and various publications followed in particular was Grüber.727
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But Grüber did not settle for a life as a symbol, and continued expressing
uncompromising critique and unpopular opinions. This was apparent especially in the
controversy surrounding Rolf Hochhuth’s documentary play Der Stellvertreter (The
Deputy, 1963).728 The play reproached Pope Pius XII’s wartime unwillingness to
openly condemn the Holocaust and presented a close look at some of the Nazi
perpetrators.729 Within the debate that erupted,730 some clergypersons mentioned
Grüber’s help to the persecuted in order to present Hochhuth’s portrayal of the
Churches’ wartime indifference as either too grim or totally unfair.731 Grüber,
however, aroused antagonism when he accepted the play’s general attitude, argued to
the shared guilt of all Christians in nurturing anti-Jewish sentiments, and criticized the
Churches’ insufficient action for the Jews.732
Nevertheless, Grüber’s critique did not diminish his authority as a public moral
figure. In 1966, his 75th birthday produced personal greetings from the second CDU
chancellor, Ludwig Erhard, as well as from Adenauer, Gerstenmaier, the SPD, the
Israeli ambassador Asher Ben Natan, and many more, and yielded a whole series of
laudatory press reports.733 A similar flood of articles appeared in 1971 when Grüber
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turned 80.734 The press also reported on the various international awards and honors
that Grüber received,735 and his public appearances expanded to the German-Israeli
Society (established 1966) and to events of the Societies for Christian-Jewish
Cooperation.736 When he died, on November 29, 1975, the West German press737
mourned the loss of this symbol of humanity and one of them remarked that “when he
appeared as a witness in the Eichmann Trial, he proved to the entire world that there
was also ‘another Germany’.”738

Collecting “Unsung Heroes”
We have seen by now that the Eichmann Trial triggered a (limited and
situation-specific) public search for rescuers in West Germany. But there were also
other attempts to gather the memory of German rescuers. In 1957, a book called Die
unbesungenen Helden: Menschen in Deutschlands dunklen Tagen (The Unsung
Heroes: Human Beings in Germany’s Dark Days) was published in West Berlin and
presented, for the first time in the Germanys and internationally,739 an anthology of
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rescuers of Jews.740 The author was Kurt Grossmann (born 1897), a man of Jewish
descent, a pacifist, and dedicated human rights’ activist who fled Germany in February
1933, first to Prague, later to Paris, and eventually to New York where he stayed until
his death in 1972.741
Grossmann collected in the book 69 episodes that told of rescuers of Jews,
more than half of whom Germans,742 and the rest from mostly West European
countries. The book is based on interviews Grossmann conducted with rescuers and
survivors as well as on a large number of rescue episodes he gathered from books and
newspaper articles that appeared in different languages and countries (West and East
Germany, Austria, France, the U.S., etc.). As such, the book draws on many scattered
accounts (reprinting, for example, excerpts from Ruth Andreas-Friedrich’s diary,
which we discussed in chapter two), while simultaneously breaking with the scattered
character of references to rescuers of Jews. In the book’s foreword, Grossmann
defines Unsung Heroes as the few
who did not lose their mind when the mass hysteria raged foaming
waves, set off fear, and bore organized sadism, and who despite of the
dangers facing them helped jeopardized human-brothers […]. [They
are] the selfless (die Selbstlosen) who acted as the unorganized
implementers of the eternal law of humanity.743
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As this paragraph makes clear, Grossmann viewed the rescuers as individuals acting
out of altruism and humane convictions, and looked at them as absolute heroes.744
Explicitly identifying himself as a Jew, he points to his personal commitment to tell
the story of the “brave non-Jewish men and women,”745 in them he sees the hope for a
continuity of the “German-Jewish symbiosis” that the Nazi regime destroyed.
Furthermore, Grossmann points out the usefulness of honoring these rescuers as moral
heroes: In doing so, Germans can learn “to orient themselves anew and overcome the
depth of national shame and disgrace” that emerged as a consequence of Nazism and
WWII.746
Grossmann supported a German-Jewish reconciliation, but was nevertheless
unwilling to accept it under all conditions, demanding that (West) Germany first solve
the moral, legal, and material problems emanating from the Holocaust.747 He was very
critical of Germans’ behavior and made up his mind early on not to return to his
homeland, disappointed from what he sensed was the population’s continued
adherence to Nazi ideas. Yet he nevertheless decided already in 1948 to show the
world also the peace loving Germans (with some of which he worked before 1933),748
and expressed his belief in 1950 that it does not matter whether these “decent
Germans” constitute the majority or the minority, one must join them in the struggle
for a democratic Germany.749
Grossmann testified that he started thinking about rescuers when in 1946 or
1947, while he was employed at the New York Jewish World Congress department for
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the support of refugees, a group of Jewish women approached him and asked to send
packages to a certain Oskar Schindler. Surprised to see Jewish survivors eager to help
a German shortly after the end of atrocities, he listened to their report on this man who
saved (together with his wife, Emilie) about 1,100 Jews, and decided to collect and
publish similar rescue stories.750 Such humane action fitted well within his general
humanitarian activity and as his other publications demonstrate, Grossmann advocated
using biographical accounts as role models for the promotion of humanity and
peace.751
While Grossmann initially addressed the topic to Jews in order to convince
them of their duty to publicly thank non-Jewish rescuers,752 he gradually turned his
attention to German audiences. Grossmann lobbied for the public acceptance of the
reparation agreement, portrayed it as part of the moral basis of the FRG, and continued
to accumulate material on rescuers.753 During a 1956 visit in West Germany, Arno
Scholz, the owner of the Arani publishing house in West Berlin, who was very
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interested in arousing a public confrontation with the Nazi past, promised to publish
his book.754
A year later, when the book appeared, its content reflected the scattered origin
of its sources. In spite of Grossmann’s editorial interventions, the different authors
(either rescuers telling about themselves, survivors about their benefactors, or third
party reports) presented a diversity of style and tone and framed the acts of rescue in
different ways. In some cases this made the rescuers into secondary figures. For
example, the episode depicting the actions of a poor and eccentric German woman
who housed and fed three young Jews until the end of the war, dedicates less than a
third to the rescuer herself. The reason seems to lie in the origin of the text, which was
taken from the 1949 book We Survived: Fourteen Stories of the Hidden and Hunted of
Nazi Germany that appeared in the USA in English. The American book focuses on
survival stories and not on rescue, but Grossmann, obviously touched by this
fascinating account, reproduced it in its entirety.755
In spite of the positive reviews that Die unbesungenen Helden received,756 and
the interest it aroused among German Jews757 as well as among non-Jews who asked
to be acknowledged as rescuers,758 Grossmann was not successful in his enterprise to
make the rescuers of Jews into more celebrated heroes than the members of the
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resistance.759 The selling of Die unbesungenen Helden proceeded slowly and
Grossmann turned to the West German Press and Information Office in order to
publicize his book. The office promised to buy 1000 copies to be used for political
education, agreed to invite Grossmann to an “information tour” through the FRG, and
the cultural ministers of seven West German regions recommended the book as a
teaching material.760 Grossmann also asked for the Federal Republic’s assistance in
producing an American edition of the book and the funding of lectures he intended to
give on his tour, in which he would enlighten “the youth and other groups” on
“positive aspects from the time of the NS-regime.” Yet the office, which principally
welcomed both initiatives, saw its participation in them as inappropriate, either in fear
of arousing the suspicion of a propaganda campaign or simply in order to save money
on a project that was not the government’s top priority.761
Grossmann was disappointed from the modest audience attendance in his tours
through West Germany762 and it seems that only thanks to his efforts to distribute his
book with the help of FRG officials, as well as among Jewish organizations in the
United States,763 did the first edition with its humble 3,000 copies sell out.764 The
second edition that appeared in 1961 included an updated foreword, six new episodes,
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and a few changes in the arrangement of chapters.765 Grossmann’s lectures and the
incorporation of the book into libraries may have exposed more West Germans to the
topic than before, but the book seems to have had only a limited influence on public
debates. I found, for example, no direct mentioning of Die unbesungenen Helden in
the press releases on the Eichmann Trial, although the article series on German
rescuers that appeared in the magazine Stern in 1961 presents at least a structural
similarity with Grossmann’s book.
The existence of a further structural and thematic influence may be deduced
when considering that after Grossmann’s book there appeared four other anthologies
of rescuers. The first anthology is the 1961 Heimliche Hilfe: Erlebnisberichte aus der
Zeit der Judenverfolgung (Secret Help: Experiences from the Time of the Jewish
Persecution).766 The editors of this thin book (47 pages) present it as a reply to the call
of the Protestant synod in Germany, from February of that year, which urged believers
to use the upcoming Eichmann Trial as an opportunity to confront the Nazi past. In
reporting on cases of secret help, the editors argue against using these deeds to deny
the responsibility of the German people to the suffering of the “Jewish brothers.”
Rather, they assert that the rescue stories should enable Christians to gaze at God’s
benevolence and share Christ’s path of suffering and repentance.767 The book thus
follows the logic of earlier Christian references that viewed rescue as an expression of
compassion and a way to advance individuals’ spiritual reflection, rather than a
national one.
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The

second

anthology,

Michael

Horbach’s

Wenige:

Zeugnisse

der

Menschlichkeit, 1933-1945 (A Few: Testimonies of Humanity, 1933-1945), was
published in 1964 in West Germany.768 Horbach, the author of popular novels,
conducted interviews and collected 11 rescue stories, which he gave a dramatic
treatment.769 Wenige has neither introduction nor epilog, yet its title indicates
Horbach’s lamentation of the small number of German rescuers. Thus also this
anthology is not an attempt to claim to the righteousness of Germans as a whole, but
functions both as a report on the Nazi atrocities against the Jews and as a testimony
that not all subscribed to it. In 1979, in the book’s third edition, Horbach added a short
afterword that explains his preoccupation with the topic as emerging from being
moved by what he heard during the Eichmann Trial. He felt “obliged to chronicle the
story of the persecution, but also that of the silent helpers and heroes,”770 and this
juxtaposition can be seen as a balancing maneuver similar to the one many Eichmann
Trial commentators employed.771
Horbach (1924-1986), who was drafted to the Wehrmacht in 1942, sketched in
a series of war novels the soldier as neither Nazi nor deserter, but as a man who in
doing what he was required shares some of the Nazis’ guilt.772 In his 1960 novel Bevor
die Nacht begann (Before the Night Began) he examined the question of moral
behavior by focusing on two men: a Nazi sympathizer, who left his Jewish girl thus
facing disappointment and disillusion, and another who abandons his indifferent
attitude and helped a persecuted friend, a Jehovah’s Witness, to escape.773 Considering
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Horbach’s focus on moral questions and rescue, it seems probable that his decision to
publish an anthology of rescue stories had nothing to do with Grossmann’s book
(which he does not mention), and more with his own thematic development that was
enhanced by the Eichmann Trial and the balancing reports on rescuers that surrounded
it. Nevertheless, it is still possible that Grossmann’s precedent inspired Horbach to
write his book.
The next rescuer anthology was published in West Germany in 1967. It was a
German translation of Heinz David Leuner’s When Compassion Was a Crime:
Germany’s Silent Heroes, 1933-1945 that appeared a year earlier in London.774 In his
“letter to the reader,” Leuner states his opposition to generalization of all kind, both
the one condemning all Jews as the murderers of Christ and the one denouncing all
Germans as Nazi murderers.775 This message appears to be more relevant for nonGerman audiences, but in addressing young readers, it made sense also in the German
translation.776
Leuner was born in 1906 to Jewish parents, escaped Germany in 1933,
converted to Christianity, and settled in the U.K., where he was active in
reconciliatory activities between Christians and Jews. His preoccupation with German
rescuers of Jews started at the latest when he wrote an article honoring Heinrich
Grüber in 1956, in the occasion of the priest’s 65th birthday.777 I was unable to
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ascertain whether Grossmann played any role in Leuner’s project, apart from the fact
that the latter quoted from Die unbesungenen Helden, as well as from Horbach, and a
whole array of German and English sources.778 In any case, Leuner clearly did not
think that his book was the first and only publication of its kind, but rather wished to
add another layer to a cause that he deemed meaningful and important by including
more rescue accounts and offering his own interpretation.
Grossmann’s and Leuner’s books, as well as Heimliche Hilfe, used a few
sources published in East Germany, and this exchange of sources was not one-sided.
In 1968 appeared the first (and only) East German anthology of rescuers under the title
Stärker als die Angst (Stronger Than Fear).779 It included one new text by Leuner, and
reprinted two articles from Heimliche Hilfe, two from West German newspapers, and
one from Grossmann’s book.780 The book, published in the occasion of the 30th
anniversary of Kristallnacht, has 26 articles, most of them written by Christian
clergypersons that criticize the Churches’ indifference to the fate of the Jews and
celebrate the individuals who helped. The book’s subtitle acts as a dedication “to the
six millions who did not find a rescuer,” and its content demonstrates its basic
similarity to the West German anthologies, which depicted the catastrophe of the
Jews, stated the shared responsibility of many Germans in not fighting against it,
while praising the humanity of the few.
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Although the book addresses many internally Christian issues, several articles
take on the broader political perspective of the GDR and criticize the FRG. One author
calls readers’ attention to the possibility that SA men who pushed Jews into trains
heading to their death may live today “as well-to-do citizens in Cologne, Hanover,
Frankfurt or elsewhere, planning summer vacations in the Riviera.”781 A reviewer of
the manuscript from October 17, 1967 praised this critique as well as the
contributions’ message of solidarity and peace that went beyond the help for Jews
alone. He also welcomed the leftist orientation of Leuner, but recommended the
inclusion of a stronger ideological interpretation.782 The author chosen for this job,
Emil Fuchs, a retired theology professor from Berlin, added a foreword to the book
that articulated the antifascist interpretation of the GDR. It quoted Ulbricht’s words on
the continued imperialism of the West and Israel in 1967 and stated that racial
questions cannot be discussed independently of class.783
To conclude this section we can say that, first, the different expressions of
scattered memory were vital to bringing about the anthologies of rescue, which are
manifestations of gathered memory. Thus the efforts of a group of Jewish women to
help the person who saved their lives incited interest in Grossmann who as a result
started collecting already published books and articles, which in turn led him to look
for more, previously unknown, cases. Second, although we cannot be sure whether
Grossmann’s anthology directly inspired the creation of other such books, we were
able to trace the existence of a certain exchange between different anthologies, at least
in the case of quoting from each other, if not also in the idea of publishing an
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anthology of rescuers. Third, this exchange went across societies and was not
restricted to the German states, yet it had a stronger echo and relevance in West
Germany.784 This relevance corresponds with the patterns that emerged during the
Eichmann Trial. Accordingly, the authors of two anthologies (Wenige and Heimliche
Hilfe) referred explicitly to the Eichmann Trial as the event that compelled them to go
through with the publication, and there is no doubt that the use of rescuers for a
balance regarding the Nazi past, as in the trial itself and the press releases around it,
contributed to the establishment of these and other anthologies, as well. Fourth, in
spite of the books’ different styles and orientations, all of them shared the same basic
notion that warned against using the rescuers as a means to free all Germans from
responsibility for the persecution of the Jews, and at the same time celebrated them as
role models.
Finally, the significance of these anthologies did not only lie in the gathering
of stories and names, although this did make them into essential sources of
information for later commemorations of rescue. More importantly, these anthologies
offered frameworks to the discussion of rescue. Grossmann was the first to introduce a
new concept, Unsung Heroes, for a phenomenon that did not have a specific
designation before. By coining this concept, he did not only propose a way to
succinctly address the rescue of Jews, but also aimed to make it into a distinct topic,
rather than approach rescue and rescuers within discussions on resistance, as a case of
private gratitude or as part of the dramatic turns in a fictional plot, as it was common
at the time. The other anthologies were less explicit at that, but also their titles
provided short designations that characterized the rescuers as a heroic moral minority
that acted secretly and silently.
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The concept of Unsung Heroes demonstrates the transnational dynamics that
Grossmann, a German-Jew who settled in the U.S. and published in West Berlin,
embodied. Unfamiliar in German-language publications, this concept appeared in
quite a number of American books during and before the 1950s and often addressed
similar topics on human rights or non-combatant activity.785 As Reinhart Koselleck
has argued, when introducing a concept, its meaning is constituted in relation to other,
familiar, and related concepts, and its social relevance depends upon contemporary
needs and common assumptions.786 In the case of Unsung Heroes, Grossmann’s
familiarity with the concept stems both from his immediate American environment
and the German audience’s notions of heroism. On the one hand, Grossmann’s
Unsung Heroes opposed the Nazi notion of chauvinistic and violent heroism. On the
other hand, it drew on postwar attempts to construct an alternative hero type that
prevents violence, while also reflecting pre-1933 socialist images of heroism that
emphasized the daily sacrifice of men and women and their humanitarian message.787

Honoring “Unsung Heroes”
Unsung Heroes became the primary concept in addressing rescuers of Jews in
the 1960s and 1970s788 and that is probably because it achieved institutional
framework that anchored it and helped make it familiar.789 Dennis Riffel’s 2007 study
masterfully reconstructs the first part of this institutionalization, i.e. the honoring
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initiative in West Berlin, from 1958 to 1966, and the next few pages are greatly based
on him.790 In December 1956, Rolf Loewenberg, who since 1949 represented the
Berlin Jewish community in compensation claims, offered Grossmann his help in
finding information on rescuers for his book. While by this time Grossmann’s
manuscript had already reached the publisher, this letter led to the community’s
decision to publicly honor rescuers of Jews. Loewenberg, who, in his position,
encountered requests for compensation and acknowledgment of non-Jews who helped
Jews to survive,791 saw in Grossmann’s project an opportunity to do something in this
issue. On April 20, 1958, the 25th anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, the
Jewish community decided to use the grant money of the Heinrich-Stahl-Award
(accorded since 1956) that honored persons who made important services for the
community, to establish a fund for rescuers of Jews. Loewenberg was put in charge of
this fund, and received Grossmann’s permission to use the title of Unsung Heroes.792
Loewenberg bemoaned the insufficient funding raised, but the initiative did
manage to materialize thanks to the efforts of Joachim Lipschitz, the Senator for
Internal Affairs in West Berlin. Encouraged by his encounter with Grossmann in early
1958 and previous appeals for compensations from a German woman who asked for
financial support due of her assistance to “Jewish friends,”793 Lipschitz decided that
the honoring of German rescuers should be an official matter of the West Berlin
administration.794
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Lipschitz’s reasons for embracing this initiative seem to have been twofold.
First, they corresponded with the senator’s reparation policy. He believed that
compensations would enable German Jews as well as countries worldwide to trust the
new German state. Second, the commemoration of rescuers and the emphasis on
mutual understanding between Jewish and non-Jewish Germans probably drew on
Lipschitz’s personal story. Born to a “mixed couple,” he was drafted to the
Wehrmacht, fought on different fronts between 1939 and 1942, and lost his left arm in
battle. When in October 1944 “half Jews” were supposed to be deported to forced
labor camps, he hid with the help of his non-Jewish love (and later wife).795 Lipschitz
thus occupied a position that tied Jews and the Berlin Jewish community, with which
he had good relations, with the city’s non-Jewish population.
By April 1960, Lipschitz established a mechanism to honor rescuers of Jews in
West Berlin.796 The administrative principles for awarding individual rescuers with
certificates also included a possibility to grant them either a one-time or monthly
allowance. Lipschitz gave the instruction not to be too harsh and nit-pick the
applications for support, reminding his employees of the public benefits of this
initiative.797 Nevertheless, because of legal and financial implications, applicants had
to present reliable evidence that corroborated their claims. At that the initiative
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differed from Grossmann, who was so thrilled about the existence of German rescuers
that he often simply took their word.798
The official name of the initiative was “the honoring of Berlin citizens who
unselfishly helped the persecuted in the Nazi period,” but in many internal documents,
as well as in Lipschitz’s and others’ speeches in the ceremonies, the title was still
Unsung Heroes. The same was true for newspaper reports, which must have found the
official title to be much too long.799 West Berlin newspapers started reporting on the
initiative once the city took over, and this, in turn, led to a flood of applications. The
people who sent the applications were individuals who identified themselves as
rescuers (or their acquaintances), organizations, such as the Society of ChristianJewish Cooperation that did it for its members, and Jewish survivors who applied for
their former benefactors.
As during the denazification procedures, Jewish survivors who wrote
attestations for non-Jews or applied for them to be honored as Unsung Heroes could
use this opportunity to repay their “debt of thanks” (Dankesschuld) or “debt of honor”
(Ehrenschuld), as some of the Jewish applicants phrased it.800 Those rescued Jews
who, unlike Max Krakauer, did not dedicate a book to their benefactors, could rather
easily express their gratitude using the offer of the West Berlin Senate. Yet only West
Berliners were eligible to receive the title and applications that arrived from other
parts of the FRG and from East Berlin were turned down.801
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Personal gratitude played a role among the main actors of the West Berlin
Senate’s commemorative initiative, as well. Not only Lipschitz, but also Loewenberg
survived in hiding thanks to non-Jews, and so did did Dr. Adolf Steven, who was in
charge of the actual evaluation of the applications and explicitly defined it as a way to
redeem his “debt of thanks.”802 But given the administrative foundation that came out
of this personal commitment, Lipschitz’s unexpected death on December 11, 1961 did
not end the Unsung Heroes initiative. His successors continued what he began
although after the erection of the Berlin Wall in summer 1961, the circumstances
allowed them less time to deal personally with the hundreds of applications that still
awaited treatment. Their plan not to accept new applications after the end of
December 1963 seem to have been motivated mainly by the accumulation of other
concerns rather than by disinterest.803 On November 9, 1966, after the city finished
handling the final applications, the initiative was officially closed. From the 1864
requests brought before it, the West Berlin Senate honored 760 people. The reasons
for denying the title depended on whether the suggested individuals resided in West
Berlin, the specificities of their actions, whether or not they had sufficient and
convincing evidence, as well as on moral issues that did not necessarily have anything
to do with rescue, but were considered unfitting for heroes.804
In order to understand what happened to the commemoration of rescuers after
1966, we must first examine the attempts to expand it beyond the boundaries of the
West Berlin municipality. Already in 1960, after the principles of the West Berlin
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Senate initiative were approved, Loewenberg (in agreement with Lipschitz) turned to
the premiers of the West German Länder (states) with the suggestion that they adopt
the same honoring framework. The few replies that arrived by early 1961 agreed that
the rescuers deserve appreciation, but feared a flood of applications, which might also
raise requests for financial support.805 Those administrators clearly lacked the
enthusiasm and commitment that Lipschitz and Loewenberg shared.
In April 1966, Loewenberg turned directly to the chancellor Ludwig Erhard.
The reply letter he received in February 1967 gave the appearance that the problem of
commemorating the rescuers did not exist, since the Länder’s governments anyway
recommend these individuals for the Bundesverdienstkreuz (Federal Order of Merit),
i.e. West Germany’s highest decoration:806 “It can, therefore, be said that the Unsung
Heroes […] experience a public honoring and acknowledgment” and there is no need
for any additional initiative.807 This clearly wasn’t what Loewenberg had in mind,
since decorating a few rescuers individually and separately meant that they were not
commemorated as a specific group, and the memory of their motives and deeds would
blend with the various reasons for which people received the award. In the concepts
we are using here, this would mean that the memory of rescuers was not gathered but
would appear only in a scattered form.
Furthermore, by the mid 1960s, the number of rescuers of Jews who received
the FRG’s decoration could not have exceeded two dozens.808 Nevertheless, the
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Länder’s claim was not wholly false, since the honoring of at least one rescuer with
the Bundesverdienstkreuz was processed at the time,809 and a few years prior to this
correspondence several rescuers of Jews received the decoration. In 1963, for
example, it was awarded to Heinrich Grüber and in 1965 to Oskar Schindler. Grüber’s
honoring followed his publicized appearance in the Eichmann Trial. As for Schindler,
after his account appeared in Die unbesungenen Helden, Grossmann helped draw
attention to this rescuer by sending letters to acquaintances in German newspapers and
introducing him to government officials.810 After the Israeli memorial of Yad Vashem
honored Schindler in 1962, West German journalists interviewed him and reported
about the love that “his Jews” expressed toward this German.811 Furthermore, news on
a film project about Schindler that the American producing company MGM planned in
1963-1964 raised the question on whether the FRG have done anything to honor this
person who might soon become a celebrity, and pressured the government to take
swift action.812 It seems, therefore, that by the mid 1960s, West German public
officials were aware, more than before, of calls from various directions for the
honoring of German rescuers and to the option of awarding them the
Bundesverdienstkreuz.
An important impulse for honoring German rescuers arrived from Yad
Vashem, Israel’s national Holocaust memorial, which started in 1962-63 to award
rescuers of Jews from around the world with the title of “Righteous among the
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Nations.”813 Some of the rescuers were also invited to plant a tree on the Mount of
Memory in Jerusalem (as was Schindler), and those who could not attend the
ceremony in Israel were awarded the title in an Israeli or Jewish establishment in their
country. The first public honoring of German “Righteous” in the FRG took place on
March 25, 1966 in the Israeli embassy in Cologne. The Israeli ambassador, Asher
Ben-Natan, gave Grüber, Luckner, Maas, and a fourth rescuer called Werner Krumme,
certificates and medals and West German newspapers proudly presented photographs
of the five together and quoted Ben-Natan’s words on the rescuers’ special friendship
with the Jewish people.814
The Israeli Foreign Office notified the West German and Israeli press about the
honoring of these four rescuers, thus making it into a political event.815 Such an
expression of friendship between West Germans and Israelis was supposed to support
the “special relationship” between the FRG and Israel, and overcome the continuous
resentment of many Israeli Jews toward “the Germans” and appease those West
Germans who objected the reparation agreements, while sometimes employing
antisemitic arguments. In order to do so, already Ben Gurion defended his view of the
FRG as “the other” (i.e., not Nazi) Germany before and after the Eichmann Trial,816 as
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did his successor, Levi Eshkol, in order not to risk secret shipments of arms from the
FRG to israel. When in late 1964 these shipments were revealed to the world, the blow
to West Germany’s relations with Egypt enabled Eshkol to pressure for the realization
of full diplomatic relations with the FRG in 1965.817 But when Rolf Pauls, the first
West German ambassador and former dedicated Wehrmacht soldier, landed in Israel,
he encountered fierce opposition. On this background, a public celebration of German
rescuers

contributed

to

fostering

mutual

understanding

between

the

two

populations.818
Nevertheless, the instrumentalization of commemorative acts dedicated to
German rescuers was far from consistent for either of the sides. A 1965 article in an
Israeli newspaper touched the heart of the issue by asking why didn’t Bonn choose
one of “Germany’s righteous” for the ambassador position, and why didn’t the Israeli
government suggest the same in order to prevent the negative reactions to Pauls?819
The answers seem to lie especially in the lack of a clear and central policy regarding
the rescuers. Thus while the West German Foreign Office was satisfied with the broad
coverage that the Israeli press gave Grüber on his visit to Yad Vashem in February
1967, it did not initiate similar events.820 As for the Israeli Foreign Office, it left the
treatment of the “Righteous” to the historians of Yad Vashem.821
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As before, where consistent political and institutionalized action was limited or
lacking, short-term solutions expressed themselves. In February 1966, the mayor of
Munich gave an honorary citizenship to Ludwig Wörl, a resident of the city and a
former concentration camp prisoner, who assisted many of his Jewish fellow-inmates.
In the same year Yad Vashem invited Wörl to plant a tree on the Memory Mount,822
and these events (perhaps together with the ceremony for the “Righteous” in Cologne
earlier that year)823 encouraged the umbrella organization of West German Jews,
Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland, to grant Wörl the Leo-Baeck-Award in late
1966.824 We can see, therefore, that even when a national West German honoring for
rescuers was not in sight, local and international initiatives nevertheless inspired
public decorations of rescuers.825
These public commemorations took place within a growing tendency by the
mid 1960s to search for rescuers in West Germany, which emanated from the
convergence of several phenomena. First, the accumulation of rescuers’ anthologies,
newspaper articles on the Eichmann Trial and the birthdays and anniversaries of
prominent rescuers (such as Grüber) made the topic more familiar than ever, and
encouraged additional publications as well as productions of TV programs on
satisfied with Israeli press reports that celebrated Duckwitz in 1968 as a rescuer. Politisches Archiv des
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rescuers.826 Second, following the gathered character of these publications, the
concepts they employed, and the institutional framework they received in West Berlin
and in Israel, the rescue of Jews became identifiable as a particular and worthy topic.
And third, on the background of the Frankfurt Auschwitz Trial (1963-65) individual
rescuers were sought for in order to show that “there were also other Germans” and
serve both as a counter argument to collective guilt and as an example for the youth.
Thus in February 1966, a journalist who reported about the Frankfurt Trial for the
weekly Die Zeit,827 argued that facing the trials of German perpetrators, German
rescuers constitute a “moral capital” for the FRG’s reputation and it is therefore
surprising that German cities do not follow the example of West Berlin’s Senate.828
Yet not all publications about German rescuers in this period were meant to
celebrate the people they were writing about. A 1965 article in the magazine Der
Spiegel blamed Hermann Friedrich Gräbe, a German citizen who left to California
after WWII and received Yad Vashem’s “Righteous” title the same year, of perjury,
deceit, and cold calculation during his testimony against German perpetrators.829
Historian Wolfram Wette sees in this case a proof for Germans’ collective rejection of
rescuers at the time.830 However, the article does not attack the honor given to a
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German rescuer of Jews, but rather argues that Gräbe does not deserve such an honor.
As such, it actually enforces a positive image of German rescuers in general.
As we can see, in these years the conviction that German rescuers deserved
recognition of some sort has spread and found its expression in public pleas and in
isolated events of commemoration.831 Although by 1967, when the reply of the Länder
and the Chancellor’s Office saw the issue as already solved with the
Bundesverdienstkreuz, there were a few bodies and individuals that took upon
themselves to do more for a national honoring of the rescuers in the FRG. One of them
was the Koordinierungsrat (Advisory Council) of the Societies for Christian-Jewish
Cooperation, whose interest in the rescuers of Jews as symbols of dialogue and
reconciliation we have already encountered,832 and which by the mid 1960s expanded
their public activities and took on a consciously political and pedagogical
orientation.833 The second was the Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland, which
promised Loewenberg in 1963 to work to advance an FRG-wide commemoration of
rescuers.834 The two bodies cooperated in a ceremony that Kurt Grossmann initiated
and which took place in Bonn on November 22, 1967, in which five rescuers, who
stood for German rescuers in general, received honorary certificates. 900 guests came
to this symbolic event, among them also the Israeli ambassador Ben Natan, and (for
the first time) a representative of the West German government, minister Carlo
Schmid of the SPD, who uttered words of thanks to the rescuers. In the same event,
831
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H.D. van Dam, the general secretary of the Zentralrat appealed to the Länder to find a
national framework for honoring the rescuers.835
The Zentralrat and the Koordinierungsrat were not the only ones who made
efforts in this direction. Carl Gussone, a senior member of the West German Office of
Internal Affairs, opposed the dismissive reaction of the Länder to Loewenberg’s 1966
letter and looked for a way to take the FRG’s honoring of German rescuers beyond its
current situation. Gussone advanced his idea in correspondences with various state
offices and drew the attention of the federal office that dealt with the
Bundesverdienstkreuz to Leuner’s book as a source for decorating more rescuers.836
He then started to search for information on rescuers, by turning to the Federal
Archive in Koblenz and the Institute for Contemporary History in Munich.837 When in
November 1967 he heard of the upcoming event of the Koordinierungsrat in Bonn,
Gussone, who was in charge of the FRG’s religious communities and the protection of
Jewish interests,838 addressed the Koordinierungsrat in an attempt to find an
appropriate way to honor the rescuers.839
The contact between Gussone and the Koordinierungsrat on this issue resulted
in January 1968 in the formulation of a general proposal for the honoring question:
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One should leave the initiative and implementation of such an action to a
private organization, such as the Ko’rat […]. This does not exclude the support
of the federal authorities [der Bund] for such an action, in idea and perhaps
also financially. In light of the recent developments it seems to me hardly
possible that the federal authorities would take over such an honoring – apart
from granting the BVK [Bundesverdienstkreuz]. And in what form could it
take place?840
Gussone attempted to find a way to involve an official FRG support that would not be
the state’s responsibility and would complement the Bundesverdienstkreuz. He added
that in future ceremonies it should be “emphasized that the honoring of the individual
is also symbolic for other, unknown, helpers” thus taking into account that recognizing
every single rescuer, as the West Berlin Senate intended to do, is impossible.
Furthermore, such an attempt would require publicity that might arouse a flood of
applications, many of which without much proof, thus leading to inconveniences as
well as possible financial demands. He therefore suggested that instead of a public
call, one should use Grossmann’s book to locate the rescuers.
This problem remained unresolved as long as the institutional framework of
the honoring was unclear. For the time being, Gussone focused on helping the
Koordinierungsrat in collecting information on rescuers. The Koordinierungsrat
received lists of rescuers from the files of the West Berlin Senate, Yad Vashem, the
Israeli Union of Local Authorities, as well as regional and national authorities that
gave rescuers awards of different kinds. The files it compiled up to the early 1970s
register the various sources it consulted and include Weisenborn’s book on the
840
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resistance, the 1961 article series in Stern, the anthologies by Grossmann, Horbach,
and Leuner, as well as autobiographic texts of survivors. As such, this project was a
work of gathered memory that combined scattered references with earlier gathering
attempts, and was largely based on the West Berlin initiative, whose official title (“the
honoring of citizens who unselfishly helped the persecuted in the Nazi period”) and
unofficial titles (Unsung Heroes) it adopted.
While the Koordinierungsrat and the FRG’s Office for Internal Affairs
continued to collect information about German rescuers, the office reached no
decision as to the form of honoring them. Van Dam addressed the office in 1970 and
published newspapers articles that urged the government to take steps soon, since
some of the rescuers are in bad health and need financial assistance.841 In January
1971, the Minister for Internal Affairs himself, Hans-Dietrich Genscher (from the
liberal party FDP), asked Loewenberg for the names of non-Jewish helpers.842 In
February Genscher gave the instruction to process an honoring project before it would
become internationally known that the FRG is looking for rescuers, which might lead
to a flood of applications.843
Genscher was hoping for an internal resolution of the honoring question that
would then be submitted to the approval of the Bundestag. But before this could
happen, the West German television channel ZDF aired a documentary about rescuers
of Jews that demanded instant action from the government.844 The documentary, first
broadcasted on March 22, 1972, collected the stories of eight rescuers (seven Germans
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and one Swiss German).845 It criticized the West German government not for ignoring
the rescuers, but for “remembering them only hesitantly.” The film shows the
decorating of a rescuer with the Bundesverdienstkreuz, but presents it as a matter of
chance rather than an organized official initiative, e.g. in the case of a rescuer who was
accidentally discovered thanks to a survivor’s memoirs and the private initiative of a
regional minister of Jewish descent. Toward the end of the film, the camera follows
the “Path of the Righteous” in Yad Vashem, and the narrator asks why there is no such
commemoration in the FRG. The question is addressed to Genscher, who stated in
front of the camera that his office is working on doing exactly that and promised to
find a solution to the issue by the end of the coming legislature period.
Nearing the end of the parliament’s legislature period, the ZDF broadcasted the
documentary again (on August 19, 1973), this time with a prologue in which the
upcoming final report of the Koordinierungsrat was expected as the first step of the
honoring initiative. Yet due to the amount of work it encountered, the final report was
delayed, and the solution to the honoring was not yet found.846 Eventually, Gussone’s
initial idea to leave the honoring separate from the Bundesverdienstkreuz and from a
direct involvement of the Federal Republic did not materialize. Instead, by 1976, the
offices for Internal Affairs, Finance, and the President’s Office cooperated in adjusting
the existing decoration regulations to the specific case of the rescuers. Thus a joint
committee of the offices decided whether a certain person should receive the
Bundesverdienstkreuz and whether he or she are in acute need and should gain
financial support. Rescuers who were not considered suitable to receive the FRG’s
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highest decoration were to be awarded with a letter of acknowledgment
(Anerkennungsschreiben) from the president “in order to ease the treatment of
borderline cases.”847
By November 2009 the number of German rescuers who received the
Bundesverdienstkreuz was approximately 250,848 that is, about a third of the number of
Unsung Heroes in the West Berlin initiative. Those who received a decoration from
another official West German authority, such as the West Berlin Senate, were not
eligible for a Bundesverdienstkreuz as rescuers,849 so that we can estimate that the
number of Germans who received an official FRG decorations of whatever sort is
between 900 and 1000. The number of Germans who received Yad Vashem’s
Righteous title by January 2012 is only about half (510 men and women).850 Yet the
aggregate number of rescuers awarded in the FRG should not be seen as very high,851
especially when considering that the total number of Bundesverdienstkreuz laureates
must be above 100,000.852 The relatively small number of Bundesverdienstkreuze
awarded to German rescuers seems also to derive from the decision not to encourage
too many applications and concentrate on known cases.
The honoring of German rescuers with the Bundesverdienstkreuz was a
compromise on various levels. First of all, the decoration itself did not quite fit the
rescuers’ deeds. In 1951, when the FRG’s first president, Theodor Heuss, inaugurated
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the Bundesverdienstkreuz it was meant to bestow thanks to Germans (and in some
cases also non-Germans) whose actions contributed to the peaceful advancement
(Aufstieg) of the FRG in the fields of politics, economy and society, and in spiritual
work.853 Although this guideline said nothing about actions that took place during the
Nazi years, the administrators eventually agreed that the deeds of rescuers were
“beneficial for the reputation of West Germany” and can thus be subsumed under
“continuous services” to the state.854 The initiative was a compromise also in not
trying to create a new commemorative and honorary framework, and choosing,
instead, to incorporate it, with some adjustments, to the existing structure.
As a whole, the entire project took place in a rather inconspicuous manner, and
not as an achievement that should be celebrated, apart from occasional newspaper
articles that reported on the awarding of the Bundesverdienstkreuz. Even Genscher,
who by 1974 was no longer the interior minister, wrote nothing about his contribution
to honoring rescuers in his autobiography, and could not recall anything about it when
I asked him in 2011.855 What did leave a mark on the former minister and probably
shifted his attention away from other issues related to Jews and the Holocaust, was the
1972 Munich Olympics, in which terrorists massacred Israeli athletes and collapsed
the FRG’s effort to present itself as a safe place for Jews.856

Rescue and Solidarity in East German Concentration Camp Memorials
In the GDR there was no parallel attempt to honor individual rescuers on a
regional or state level. The reason for that was definitely not that the East German
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state did not believe in decorations. Quite on the contrary, it awarded its citizens (and
in some cases also foreign citizens) a whole array of medals and awards, whose
intention was to provide the population with moral and political role models,
encourage active support of the regime, and improve output at work. State authorities
created most decorations during the 1950s, and while some were part of ad-hoc
campaigns, others continued to be awarded throughout the GDR’s existence. Some
awards, such as the “National Prize” and the decoration “Hero of Labor” (Held der
Arbeit) acknowledged contemporary achievements in the working place and in the
arts. Others rewarded special services to the fatherland, and some commemorated
antifascist fighting in the past, from 1918 to WWII.857
None of these decorations referred explicitly to rescuers of Jews. But a few of
them honored individuals as antifascists also because of their actions in support of
Jews, although it was not always clear whether the decoration is granted for assisting
Jews or non-Jews. The arguments for bestowing individuals with the “Medal for the
Fighter against Fascism, 1933-1945,”858 for example, praised the assistance to fellow
persecuted comrades, but only rarely stated whether they were persecuted as Jews.
These details were clearly deemed less important for a decoration that emphasized the
antifascist character of the actions, and favored class to religion or ethnicity as the
main identity category. Nevertheless, some texts did acknowledge the laureates’
opposition to antisemitism, for example in one’s struggle “against the distinction
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between ‘Aryan’ and ‘not Aryan’.”859 And in an example from 1960, the recipient of
another award, the “Fatherland Order of Merit in Bronze,” was praised for her support
of incarcerated Jewish comrades.860
The same basic pattern of subsuming the help to Jews under the antifascist
struggle is found in various commemorative practices and representations in the GDR.
As we have seen in the previous two chapters, the antifascist message of East
Germany had a strong moral component, which portrayed the resisters as role models
of humanism and justice. This depiction provided antifascists of various political
convictions a common patriotic impulse and moral orientation. In the words of a 1970
collection that sketched short biographies of fallen resistance fighters, these people are
“monuments of true humanity (Monumente wahren Menschentums),” who, in spite of
their different backgrounds and beliefs, “fulfilled the commitment to humanism, love
to the German Volk, and concern with the future of the nation.”861 Some of these
accounts also celebrated the assistance that German and non-German antifascists gave
to Jews.862
The prisons and concentration camps, in which the Nazi regime incarcerated
and executed the people it identified as its enemies, became the centers of antifascist
commemoration. The final section of this chapter deals with the institutionalization of
rescue in and around East German concentration camps memorials, from the late
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1950s to the 1970 and beyond.863 Although one can find allusions to rescue also in
West German camp memorials, these references remained scattered and
inconsistent.864
Ever since the establishment of the Nazi concentration camps, scholarly works
as well as autobiographies of former inmates from around the world depicted the
camps as places characterized by the suppression of humanism.865 Although former
inmates stressed the inhumanity of the camps in order to make their experiences
somewhat understandable, they emphasized, on the other hand, that the majority of
inmates did not lose their humanity.866 Postwar accounts on morality in the camps
took the form of stories on solidarity with and assistance to those in need. Narratives
of solidarity allowed survivors to portray their time in the camps as continuing their
struggle against the regime and to counter the Nazi portrayal of all inmates as
criminals.
In the first postwar years, the leaders of the SED, many of which were in exile
during WWII, did not necessarily assign the camps with any special meaning. Yet
those communists who stayed in Germany had a personal interest in commemorating
their own experiences in the camps and sustain the memory of their comrades who
died there. In radio broadcasts and printed publications during the occupation period
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and in the early GDR, they presented the KZ (concentration camp) as a place in which
one directly sees the regime’s brutality that was kept hidden behind the Nazis’
“glamorous propaganda mask.”867 The camps also supported the socialist message of
international solidarity, since in them there were not only Germans, but also citizens
of various East and West European countries. Nevertheless, in spite of the importance
of the camps in the East German media and the initial monuments placed in them, in
the first postwar years the sites of the former camps themselves were partially or
completely out of reach for commemorative activities. The reason for that was that in
the area of the former concentration camp Ravensbrück the Soviet occupation
authorities built a Red Army garrison and in Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald they
erected “special camps” that detained Germans suspected as Nazis.868
Once the Soviets cleared these camps in the early 1950s, the East German
state, which was urged by internal and external requests, started to plan the
establishment of official memorials. In 1952, the East German press presented the
proposed designs for the upcoming memorial in Buchenwald, and documented the
political and aesthetic discussion about them.869 An article in the newspaper Neues
Deutschland explicitly connected the erection of the memorial with the humanist
legacy of Goethe, who used to wander on the Ettersberg mountain where the camp
stood. The article’s author criticized the lack of attention to the human aspect in the
designs so far, and argued that it makes no sense to dwell solely on the suffering of the
inmates; one should rather emphasize how they overcame the ordeals and in doing so
proved spiritually superior to their tormenters.870
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The message of the inmates’ moral example referred to those who were
incarcerated for their political activity, with an emphasis on the communists. The
connection of the moral with the political was a central feature of the discussions on
the forms of commemoration during the mid to late 1950s,871 and was clearly
expressed in the three main concentration camp memorials of the GDR, constructed in
Buchenwald, Ravensbrück, and Sachsenhausen, and inaugurated in 1958, 1959, and
1961, respectively.872 In 1961 the state passed a special statute that articulated the
goals of the three memorials and focused on their role in commemorating the
antifascist struggle rather than passive suffering, in celebrating the international
solidarity’s place in this struggle, and the Soviet soldiers’ heroism and sacrifice. The
memorials also had to warn against the resurrection of fascism in the FRG and stress
the historical role of the GDR in fighting contemporary “refascization.”873
But the memorials differed in the form and extent in which they approached
the antifascist message as well as the themes of morality and solidarity. The
differences emerged primarily due to the specific history of each camp. Thus the
Buchenwald memorial emphasized the activity of the political prisoners and the
success of the inmates’ solidarity in storming their guards in an act of “selfliberation.”874 In Ravensbrück, a camp that incarcerated mostly women (and also
children), the monuments scattered in the memorial portrayed bravery that was based
less on physical strength and struggle (which are apparently “manly” features), and
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instead on “women’s solidarity and motherly heroism.”875 The memorial in
Sachsenhausen, a camp that the Red Army liberated, gave much attention to the role
of the Soviet soldiers’ solidarity with the inmates. This memorial also differed from
the two others in having, in addition to the main museum, an exhibition dedicated
exclusively to Jewish inmates. The reason for the special exhibition was an explicit
demand of an organization commemorating Jewish inmates, shortly before the
memorial’s inauguration in 1961. That the GDR’s government conceded to the request
has to do with the criticism of Jewish organizations on the minor attention to Jewish
victims in the other two memorials and the East German attempt to present itself in
support of Jews during its anti-FRG campaign and shortly before the Eichmann
Trial.876
The exhibitions in the memorials’ main museums presented the persecution of
the Jews as the fate of only one group among many (and especially East European
countries) whom the Nazi regime persecuted and murdered in masses. As such, also
references to German inmates helping Jews, both in the museums and in East German
publications about the camps, appeared as part of depictions of solidarity with inmates
of different backgrounds. In many cases, these exhibitions and publications quoted
non-German inmates’ praise for German communists who helped their fellow inmates.
Such quotes functioned as proofs that not all Germans were Nazis and presented the
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German antifascists, and especially the communists, as moral.877 Testimonies on
solidarity with and saving Jews constituted only a part of these accounts,878 and (as
with the GDR’s decorations) they did not always state that the persecuted were
Jewish.879
Nevertheless, the story of saving the life of a Jew became an essential and
popular narrative in the commemoration of the Buchenwald concentration camp. In
August 1944, a train carrying Polish Jews reached the camp. Zacharias Zweig, one of
the Jews, wished to hid his three-year-old son Stefan-Jerzy, but was unable to do so,
and the child entered the camp with the knowledge of a few SS-men. Willi Bleicher,
the head of the inmates’ international illegal organization (that included mostly
socialist and communist inmates), decided to help the child, and made sure that all of
his needs were taken care of. When Stefan was supposed to board a train to a death
camp, the inmates managed to keep him in the camp, and Zacharias and his son were
able to stay in Buchenwald until the liberation.880
The above story follows Zacharias’s account, whereas the version that became
identified with “Juschu” (as the inmates kindly called Stefan) combined the fate of
several children within a single dramatic narrative. This narrative found its most
explicit articulation in the 1958 novel Naked among Wolves (Nackt unter Wölfen) by
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Bruno Apitz,881 a Buchenwald survivor, who did not know the child in the camp and
used the stories that circulated among his fellow inmates.882 According to the novel,
which appeared in the same year as the memorial’s inauguration (1958), the boy was
hidden in a suitcase, his father was not with him, the inmates discovered the child and
kept his existence secret, and the act of the camp’s alleged self-liberation was an
achievement of the international illegal organization and served also to save Juschu.
Furthermore, while in Zacharias’s account the father participated in protecting his son,
the book makes the communist inmates into the child’s sole rescuers. There can be
little doubt that by deleting the father from the story the passivity of the Jewish inmate
was stressed and thus emphasized the moral heroism of the inmates.883
In the memorial itself, the rescue of the child is implicit in two different parts
of Buchenwald’s massive monument. This monument is located on the side of the
mountain close to where the former camp stood, in a site of mass graves. The visitor is
supposed to enter the monument through a stone gate and walk down the stairs toward
the first mass grave, while looking at the scenery. To the left one passes a series of
engraved stone blocks that tell of various aspects from the inmates’ life in the camp.
One of the blocks portrays new arrivals to the camp and shows an inmate taking a
child out of a bag. Upon reaching the end of the stairs, the visitor turns left to a
fortified alley, whose stones carry the names of the countries from which
Buchenwald’s inmates originated. After passing by the second mass grave and
reaching the third the visitor climbs the stairs toward the “tower of freedom” and Fritz
Cremer’s impressive statue. The statue depicts various attitudes and characteristics in
the form of eleven inmates, one of which is a boy of about 10 years. While the boy’s
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age does not fit the story of Zweig, the fact that the arm of the inmate standing next to
him is laid as if to protect him seems to recall the basic notion of helping the weak and
defenseless. The monument, which symbolizes a passage from suffering and death to
heroism and liberation as the foundational narrative of antifascists and the GDR in
general,884 thus also includes a reference to solidarity and moral support.
The rescue of the child is more explicit in the museum’s main exhibition. The
section “Children in Buchenwald” included a picture of Stefan, standing in front of the
camp’s barracks and next to it hangs a page from Zacharias Zweig’s account. The
plaque mentioned the “heroic solidarity” of the political inmates and stated that “the
inmates did everything to save the lives” of the children.885 Similarly, the 1958
brochure of the memorial contains one page with Stefan’s picture and the following
text:
Buchenwald conveys not only the murderous bestiality to which human beings
sink under certain social conditions […] Buchenwald testifies above all to the
solidary strength of the fighters, who rose above the fascist cruelty. […] Here
the comrades saved the three-year-old Stefan Zweig from Krakow. […] The
comrades hid this child among old clothing articles and eluded the grip of the
SS while risking their lives.886
Unlike Apitz’s novel, neither the brochure nor the exhibitions’ texts reveal that Stefan
Zweig and his father were persecuted as Jews. Nevertheless, other depictions of this
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story, for example the successful 1963 film adaptation of Apitz’s novel (dir. Frank
Beyer), do mention it and complement the details according to a basic fictional
version. In this version, the suffering of the Jewish boy and of Jews in general are not
silenced, yet they do not stand at the center of attention. As in other literary accounts
in the Germanys from the mid 1940s up to the early 1960s, Jewish figures function
here as instruments within a narrative that aimed to examine the behavior of nonJewish Germans rather than to assign Jews with a genuine perspective on their own
suffering (see chapter three). The focus on “good Germans” rather than on German
perpetrators or on Jews’ suffering may help to explain the popular success of the novel
and film in the GDR..887
The political instrumentalization of “Buchenwald Child” in the GDR fulfilled a
number of needs. Bill Niven, who studied the East German commemorations of the
Buchenwald Child, shows that the emphasis on rescue in Buchenwald, which was not
the only camp in which German inmates helped save the life of a Jewish child,888 had
various reasons. First of all, it was rooted in the wish of former camp inmates to rebuff
accusations raised in 1946-7 that they have cooperated with the SS. In order to do so,
these men exaggerated their opposition, heroism, and morality, and the rescue of a
three-year-old child from the SS helped support this image. Furthermore, Buchenwald
became the main commemorative site of the GDR due to the inmates’ narrative of
active self-liberation and the fact that Ernst Thälmann, the leader of the KPD, was
executed there. In this function, the combination of sacrifice, rescue, and liberation
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presented the antifascists in the past and the GDR in present as the best representatives
of socialist humanism.889
In order to have political legitimacy, however, the story told in the film and
novel Naked among Wolves had to be commonly conceived as true. Niven thus shows
how various bodies in the GDR declared the historical accuracy of both fictional
accounts. Presenting these accounts as accurate influenced, for instance, the decision
to shoot the film in the site of the camp itself, thus drawing on its “aura” of
authenticity. Zacharias Zweig and his son were assigned an important role at that as
well. The popular Berlin newspaper BZ am Abend, perhaps acting on its own
initiative, searched for the two and managed to locate them in Israel. The newspaper
initiated the visit of Stefan in the GDR, who in February 1964 met his rescuers in the
memorial.890 A radio program that reported on the meeting called those who saved
him “his many fathers,” and in stressing that the novel is based on a true story, quoted
Zacharias Zweig, the actual father, who acknowledged the moral achievement of the
German communists’:
There is one thing I must tell you, if you like it or not: The Buchenwald
inmates saved the life of my son, [it was] the International Camp Committee,
and the majority of them were German communists.891
The visit of the “Buchenwald Child” aroused much interest among East German
citizens, who wished to meet “Juschu” (a designation that preserved him in the form
of a child). His picture and name appeared in the media and made Stefan to a kind of
celebrity. When, on his third visit to the GDR in 1964, Stefan decided to settle in the
land of “his many fathers,” the propagandistic potential of his story grew even more.
889
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The newspapers occasionally reported on his studies or mentioned his name in relation
to the annual commemorations in Buchenwald, until he left the GDR in 1972.892 The
emphasis on this “Child” offered especially young East Germans with a way to view
the proof for “their own” heroic and moral accomplishment as part of a national
collective based on the antifascist legacy.
There is no doubt that the emotional appeal that Stefan Zweig enjoyed in the
GDR surpassed the interest that his East German rescuers received, although he was
not celebrated for his own actions but more as a trophy for the heroism of the
Buchenwald antifascists.893 Nevertheless, the newspaper articles that depicted Stefan’s
meeting with his East German benefactors did indicate the names of the rescuers. The
press mentioned especially Robert Siewert, who played a leading role in the
Buchenwald resistance and thus in Stefan’s rescue and whom the radio broadcast
(mentioned above) called Stefan’s “oldest father.” Siewert headed the Committee for
Antifascist Resistance Fighters in the GDR and was also involved in political activity
in East Germany. After Siewert’s death in 1973, commemorative brochures,
newspaper articles, and ceremonies dedicated to him also referred to his activity to
save Jews and Poles in Buchenwald.894
But Siewert was not awarded with an honorary title as a rescuer of Jews, not
only because it did not exist in the GDR, but also since East German rescuers did not
receive the Yad Vashem title of “Righteous among the Nations.” Yet in Siewert’s case
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this almost took place. This is apparent from a report of a GDR representative, who
visited Israel in April 1964 with the purpose of screening the film Naked among
Wolves, and met with Yad Vashem members. It seems that the Israeli memorial
planned to honor Stefan’s rescuers, and the persons that came in question were the
East German Siewert and the West German socialist Willi Bleicher.895 Yet while
Bleicher received the honorary title in 1965, Siewert never did. We can assume that
the reason for that was the disconnect between the GDR and Israel following the
establishment of diplomatic relations between the latter and West Germany, along
with the parallel increase of anti-Zionist tendencies in the GDR. Therefore, the first
real discussions on declaring East Germans as “Righteous among the Nations” were
held only in the late 1980s and the official ceremony for the first six GDR citizens
who received the title took place in January 1990, in the state’s final year.896
In summarizing the finding of this final section, we can say that East German
commemoration of rescuers in and around Buchenwald (and to a less extent also in
other concentration camps memorials) had the following features: First, it utilized
references to solidarity with and assistance to fellow-inmates as proofs for the moral
superiority of the antifascist (and especially communist) struggle in and outside the
camps, and as ways to oppose the thesis of a German collective guilt. Second, these
references often did not distinguish between Jewish and non-Jewish inmates and
presented solidarity based on the scheme of an international brotherhood (with a focus
on the working classes, but with attention to other antifascists as well). Third, in spite
of the general tendency not to distinguish between Jewish and non-Jewish inmates, in
some occasions, as in Buchenwald, the depiction of Jewish victims as passive
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(embodied by the Buchenwald Child) enabled former inmates to exaggerate the extent
of their actions for the victims and enhance their moral self-depiction. And fourth,
since the moral acts of rescue and solidarity were subsumed under the umbrella notion
of antifascist resistance and solidarity, East German rescuers did not receive special
acknowledgment and honoring for their help for Jews. In an interpretive framework
that viewed solidary and humane behavior as evolving from an antifascist and socialist
convictions, rescue was depicted not as a personal but rather as a collective moral
achievement, and as further evidence for the truthfulness of the ideology.

Conclusion
In this chapter we explored four diverse (and partially mutually constitutive)
articulations of gathering memory that emerged in the late 1950s and continued into
the 1970s and beyond. What characterizes all of these different initiatives was the
acknowledgment of the people behind them that rescue should be treated as a distinct
and important topic and that the benefits of according rescuers with public recognition
extend beyond personal concerns into national and political ones. These initiatives
collected individual stories and recollections and created places, publications,
concepts, and institutional frameworks that concentrated and maintained the memory
of rescue and rescuers. In this way, the expressions of gathered memory partially
overcame the occasional and often hidden quality that characterized scattered
memory, and (as we saw especially in the second and third sections of this chapter)
also collected and reframed former accounts.
The growing receptiveness to rescue accounts was closely connected to the
heightened public attention to the Nazi period and the persecution of the Jews.897 The
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trials and antisemitic incidents in the late 1950s and 1960s both presented moral
challenges to Germans in general and aroused a widespread assumption that young
Germans need to be aware of the Nazi regime and its atrocities. These events urged a
series of academic and popular publications as well as television and film productions
about Nazism and the Holocaust in both Germanys.898 The Third Reich was integrated
into schoolbooks in a greater extent than before (while still assigning the Holocaust
only a minor role) and helped inform young Germans on the Nazi crimes.899 The rise
of interest in the period and the moral issues it raised stirred awareness also to
solidarity with and rescue of Jews. This took place, for example, in the depiction of
friendships between Jews and non-Jews in children’s literature.900 Furthermore,
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publishers used this opportunity to reissue memoirs and diaries that originally
appeared in the first postwar decade, and which mentioned German rescuers.901
In spite of the growing interest in the Holocaust, in each German society there
developed rather different forms of approaching this event and thus also the forms of
rescue of Jews. Media scholar Christoph Classen convincingly argues that in the late
1950s and early 1960s the GDR’s anti-FRG campaigns that attacked specific persons
caused many West Germans to focus on individuals, thus leading to a “personalization
of the discourse.”902 We saw this tendency in the Stern articles on rescuers, the duellike depiction of Grüber vs. Eichmann, the rescuers anthologies, and the initiatives
honoring individual West Germans. Although the names of individual rescuers played
a part in the celebration of moral role models already since the late 1940s (as shown in
chapter two), the public exposure and the honors they received were mostly local and
only rarely did they receive recognition primarily as rescuers of Jews. With
Grossmann’s project, the West Berlin honoring initiative, and the Eichmann Trial,
however, we find people publicly acting for the national recognition of rescuers as
rescuers in West Germany.
While the commemoration of rescuers in the FRG came to emphasize the
individual, the GDR emphasized collective action and solidarity and often blurred the
specificities of particular rescue actions. Moreover, whereas the East German state
distilled much of the memory of rescue to one main place, i.e. the Buchenwald
memorial, the Federal Republic was reluctant to create a special and concentrated
framework for West German rescuers and chose, instead, to treat individual cases
within the existing structure of the Bundesverdienstkreuz.
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With the Bundesverdienstkreuz, the FRG created an institutional framework
that still exists, and the East German myth of the Buchenwald Child lasted up to the
final days of the regime, both in the memorial itself and in the material taught in
schools.903 These stately sanctioned initiatives created fixed points that raised the topic
during rituals and anniversaries (especially in the GDR) or following publications on
honoring individual rescuers (in the FRG). But as we shall see in the final chapter, the
memory of rescue was not confined to these forms, and these gatherings of rescue did
not mean that in the eyes of many Germans the topic overcame its scattered character.
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Chapter Five:
“Silent Heroes” from the 1970s to the Present
On October 27, 2008 the mayor of Berlin and the federal minister in charge of
culture and media in unified Germany inaugurated the national memorial for German
rescuers of Jews.904 The memorial, Stille Helden (Silent Heroes), presents the stories
and pictures of non-Jewish helpers together with the Jews they helped. It thus depicts
the survival of Jews not as the result of a one-sided undertaking involving an active
rescuer and a passive victim, but as a joint effort. By framing the memory of rescue in
this way, the memorial dedicates much room to the persecution and humiliation that
Jews underwent under the Nazis, and the inclusion of a few stories of failed rescue
incorporates into the exhibition also the essence of the Holocaust, i.e. the mass death
that awaited most persecuted Jews.
The memorial’s emphasis on survival reflects international tendencies and
specific German debates from the last three decades that position the personal
narratives of Holocaust survivors at the center of references to the Nazi past. In this
final chapter we shall trace the place of rescuing Jews in debates, practices, and
depictions of the Nazi past in divided and then united Germany. The chapter will
proceed chronologically from the 1970s to the inauguration of the Silent Heroes
memorial, which will mark the end of our discussion. Since our main concern here
will be to explain the focus on personal stories of Jewish survivors in the memory of
rescue, the chapter itself will follow several stations in the life and public activity of
one Jewish survivor, Inge Deutschkron, who participated in the advancement of the
honoring of rescuers and whose actions and publications reflected the main
commemorative tendencies in these years.
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Narratives of Survival and Rescue since the 1970s
Inge Deutschkron was born in 1922 in Berlin to Jewish parents, and
experienced firsthand the isolation of the Jews in the German society after 1933. Her
parents wanted to emigrate, but had difficulties in finding a country that would accept
the family. Eventually the father managed to leave to England in 1939, but due the
outbreak of WWII Inge and her mother could not join him. The mother and daughter
received help from the local Jewish community and also from a number of non-Jewish
Germans. They lived in hiding and with false identities until the end of the war. In
1946 the two women reunited with the father in England. In 1955 Inge returned to
(West) Germany and worked in Bonn, first as a freelance journalist, and from 1958 as
a correspondent of the Israeli newspaper Maariv. In this position she also reported on
the Frankfurt Trial in 1963. She became an Israeli citizen in 1966 and moved to Tel
Aviv in 1972.905
In 1978 Inge Deutschkron published a book on her experiences during the Nazi
years, called Ich trug den gelben Stern (I Wore the Yellow Badge). She wrote the
book in German, her mother tongue, while living in Israel, which she described as her
“safe haven.”906 Deutschkron was and remained very critical of West Germany,
especially of the Adenauer period, where she saw former Nazi officials occupying
government positions. In the final pages of her memoir she describes how many
Germans could not or would not understand her “clinging” to the past and that only in
Israel, surrounded by people who went through similar experiences, she was able to
write her recollections of those years. Deutschkron’s book aimed to confront non-
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Jewish Germans with the persecution of the Jews and Nazi perpetrators, but also
wanted to make Germans direct their gaze at the rescuers:
The few who had risked their lives and resisted or helped Jews in hiding were
accorded a mixed reception [in West Germany]. The fact that they personified
the survival of decency in a time of inhumanity was scarcely acknowledged.907
Deutschkron’s main benefactor and the most extraordinary character she mentions in
the memoir is Otto Weidt. Weidt owned a factory in Berlin that manufactured brushes
and brooms and hired mostly blind and deaf individuals, who were traditionally
employed in this profession. When the persecution of the Jews started, he hired about
thirty Jews including Deutschkron. Weidt assisted her and other Jews in various ways
and even succeeded in releasing a group of blind and deaf Jews from the Gestapo,
with the argument that they were vital workers for the production of brooms for the
German army. The image of a procession of blind people wearing yellow stars and led
through Berlin by a man who was himself almost completely blind, is one of the
remarkable descriptions in Deutschkron’s memoir. Although the Nazis eventually
deported most of Weidt’s Jewish workers and discovered the Jews who hid in his
factory, some did manage to escape and survive the war.
In the interview I conducted with her in 2007, Deutschkron regretted leaving
Germany so soon after the war. She wondered whether the fact that she and the other
survivors were not there in the first postwar years might have contributed to Weidt’s
lonely death in 1947. This feeling of regret coupled with gratitude probably
encouraged her to spread the word about the actions of Weidt and other rescuers. And
indeed, shortly after her return to Germany in 1955 she submitted a report to the
Wiener Library in London on her experiences under the Nazi regime, in which she
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describes Weidt in very positive terms.908 Later on, she told the writer Michael Horach
about Weidt and her survival, and he included her account in his 1964 anthology of
rescuers.909 Deutschkron also recommended four of her German rescuers to the Yad
Vashem memorial, and all of them were awarded the title of “Righteous among the
Nations” in 1971.910
But Deutschkron’s 1978 memoir was not primarily a medium aimed to thank
her benefactors, but was rather first and foremost supposed to acquaint readers with
the experiences of a Jewish girl under the Nazi regime. As such, it should be
positioned within a European and North American tendency of democratizing
historical writing that professed a growing interest in life stories. Motivated by the
discussions on human rights, feminism, and minorities in the 1960s and 1970s, the
experiences and perspectives of “ordinary people” were increasingly considered valid
and valuable. In the words of Annette Wieviorka: “The individual was thus placed at
the heart of society and, retrospectively, of history. The individual and the individual
alone became the public embodiment of history.”911
This was not a completely new phenomenon, since witnesses and survivors of
the war and the Holocaust wrote their testimonies also in the first postwar decade. Yet
since the late 1960s the personal account was assigned significance not solely as a
source for reconstructing a history that is larger than the individual, but as part of
individuals’ right to make their voices heard.912 We can detect this tendency in the
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FRG and GDR913 in a variety of media.914 In both West and East German literature of
the 1970s and 1980s there emerged an autobiographical focus that included, for
example, non-Jewish Germans writing about the difficult Nazi legacy that their fathers
left them.915 Also in fictional depictions of Jewish characters one finds a turn away
from one-dimensional stereotypes to more complex and multifaceted individuals.916
The publication of Deutschkron’s memoir probably drew its inspiration from
the growing individualization of the literary gaze at Jews and non-Jews, as well as
from the personalization of the discussions on Nazism and the Holocaust in West
Germany since about 1960. Increased public exposure to testimonies in the Eichmann
Trial and the Frankfurt Trial, as well as in the trials that the GDR conducted in the
1960s to denounce former Nazis living in the FRG, reinforced the process of
personalization, which, however, was slower in East Germany than in its western
neighbor.917 As we saw in the previous chapter, these trials also contributed to a
heightened public attention to the persecution of the Jews.
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This public awareness of Jewish suffering in the Holocaust seems to have
dwindled by the 1970s. In the context of the students’ protests and the terrorism from
the far left, West German politicians and journalists preferred to instrumentalize
Nazism for immediate political purposes rather than pay attention to the survivors of
the Holocaust. Thus right-wing public figures equated the students’ movements with
totalitarianism and Nazism and leftists criticized the right as fascist.918 Nevertheless,
the call of SPD chancellor Willy Brandt to “dare more democracy,” which included
openly addressing Nazi crimes, reinforced the incorporation of the Holocaust into
West German politics.919 Recent studies point to the lack of historical research on the
Holocaust in the FRG in this period while in Poland, the U.S., U.K., and Israel
historians made significant contributions to this field. They thus claim that in the
1970s “memories of the past were repressed a second time.”920
However, there were a few important exceptions to this rule. In the FRG, Uwe
Adam wrote the first comprehensive account of the Holocaust and H. G. Adler, a
survivor himself, published an extensive study of the deportations from Germany.921
In the GDR appeared two important studies about the Holocaust that interpreted it
from a class perspective.922 The Holocaust was also given room on West German
television, where starting in 1977 viewers encountered Jews primarily within survival
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stories,923 and we find a similar focus in East German productions from 1972 to the
1980s, although not in the same frequency as in the FRG.924 In some of the East
German media in this period, tracing the fates of individual Jews even meant pushing
the antifascist resistance to the background.925 The attention to Jewish victims appears
also in film productions such as the East German Jakob der Lügner (Jacob the Liar,
dir. Frank Beyer, 1975) and the West German David (dir. Peter Lilienthal, 1979).926
The rescue of Jews played a role in many of these accounts, especially in
autobiographical writings and fictional depictions (such as the film David) that were
based on the memoirs of survivors who also mentioned and thanked their helpers.927
The 40th anniversary of Kristallnacht in 1978, which received more public attention
than before in both Germanys,928 provided a framework that concentrated the
commemoration of the Holocaust and especially in West Germany urged the
publication of new and the reissue of old survivors’ autobiographies. Thus Max
Krakauer’s 1947 memoir, which depicts at length the help of many non-Jewish
Germans to the author and his wife, received a second edition in 1975 and another in
1979. Also other memoirs and diaries that we discussed in chapter two received new
editions in 1979.929 The proliferation of these personal accounts introduced a
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subjective and intimate perspective on human exchanges, friendships, and emotions
and offered readers with ways to identify with the survivors. The rescuers’ example of
human kindness and solidarity presented a balanced account to the images of
persecution and enabled the readers to find reassurance and optimism in them.930
The most well known example of such an account in West Germany was the
1980 autobiography of Hans Rosenthal.931 Rosenthal (1925-1987) was a successful
host of light entertainment programs on radio and television. His smiling face and
energetic appearance were common knowledge, but only a minority knew about his
experiences as a Jewish young man who lost his family in the Holocaust. Rosenthal’s
memoir surprised many of his programs’ viewers and changed his public image that
now openly addressed his Jewishness. The memoir narrates Rosenthal’s “two lives in
Germany” from the period of suffering and humiliation to his success in and embrace
of the West German democracy. Rosenthal’s survival due to the help of non-Jewish
German women linked his two lives and provided a reconciliatory narrative with a
happy ending, which moved from persecution by “bad Germans” to personal
realization and public acceptance in West Germany, the land of the “good” ones.932

Recalling Rescue in Response to the American Mini-Series Holocaust
The positive and reconciliatory tone of Rosenthal’s memoir was especially
welcome when it was published, since around that time the media was full of heated
discussions about an American mini-series that portrayed the Holocaust in a direct and
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emotional manner on West German television.933 The mini-series, Holocaust: The
Story of the Family Weiss, was originally shown on NBC in 1978, had a tremendous
impact on its American viewers (about 120 million), and became a famous and curious
international media event. The mini-series has four parts of about 90 minutes each that
address the persecution of the Jews through the stories of two German families. The
members of the Jewish bourgeois Weiss family embody the fate of Jews in Nazi
Germany, whereas the non-Jewish Erik Dorf (Michael Moriarty), who becomes an SS
man out of careerism, plays a central role in the killing of the Jews. Erik’s family
demonstrates the benefits and power positions that Aryan Germans could achieve in
the Third Reich, but also the atrocious deeds they accepted and implemented.
Such a close focus on the families and the scenes that depict the humiliation
and murder of the Jews were never before seen on American television in such an
extensive and intensive way. Also the nature of the medium, which brought a
melodramatic visual version of the events to people’s houses helped make a strong
impact on the viewers. A few critics in the U.S. and elsewhere attacked the attempt to
deal with such a traumatic event in a medium that turned the Holocaust into a kind of
soap opera. Other commentators, however, pointed out that the reported shock
reactions of viewers aroused a greater interest in the topic than any historical book
could.934
Following the media echo surrounding the screening of the mini-series, also
West German journalists reported about the American discussions and asked whether
Holocaust should be shown in the FRG. The debate that ensued ended in a
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compromise, according to which the mini-series will be shown, but in the third
programs of the West German television and rather late, at 9 pm. The West German
television prepared the audience by showing documentaries about the “Final Solution”
and antisemitism before screening the mini-series, thus complementing the
melodrama’s historical inaccuracies. The four episodes were shown within one week
between January 22 and 26, 1979. Each episode was followed by a roundtable
discussion in which historians, survivors, and psychologists answered the questions of
those few from the tens of thousands callers who managed to get on the air.935
Many of the callers expressed shame, helplessness, and dismay in response to
the images they saw and asked whether these really corresponded with the actual
events. While some disputed the accuracy of certain scenes, they generally agreed (as
did the experts in the studio) that the mini-series truthfully reconstructed the basic
features of the Holocaust. Supporters of the mini-series in the FRG spoke of it as an
instrument that would “finally” confront the German public with the most difficult
aspect of its past.
But how did the mini-series portray the German population’s behavior in the
Holocaust, and with which figures did postwar Germans identify? A contemporary
commentator remarked that Holocaust’s strategy of telling about the persecution as a
family story caused strong emotional impact, because it “brings us to the side of the
victims, allows us to suffer with them and fear the murderers, and thus frees us from
the decades-long uncanny and paralyzing fear that we were in league with them [the
murderers].” He then added that the mini-series “assigns the immediate guilt solely to
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[…] the men wearing SS uniforms.”936 According to this assessment, West German
viewers were able to empathize with the Jewish victims because they did not have to
face any accusations of collective guilt.
But this was only one possible interpretation of the mini-series, which included
also images that countered common depictions of the Nazi past in the FRG and
presented Germans as a whole in rather negative terms. Holocaust has only three
positive German figures within a whole array of Nazi-sympathizers, and those three
appear as exceptional persons that testify to the spread of antisemitism among the
German population. The first of the three is priest Bernhard Lichtenberg, whom one
sees only briefly in his prayer for the Jews – an act that causes several Christians to
step out of the church. The second positive German is Dorf’s uncle Kurt, who has
witnessed some of the atrocities against the Jews and is portrayed as an anti-Nazi.
Kurt confronts Dorf’s wife and children at the very end of the mini-series, urging them
to face what actually happened, and declaring the shared guilt (either passive or
active) of all Germans to the Nazi atrocities. The third figure and one of the
melodrama’s main protagonists is Inga (Meryl Strip), an Aryan woman whose
marriage to Karl Weiss (James Woods) provides a romantic center to the plot. The
viewers follow Inga’s restless efforts and sacrifice to help her husband, while she
encounters antisemitism within her own family and exploitation by other Aryans. As a
whole, in each of the episodes, whenever Jews ask German soldiers or civilians for
help they are refused, shot at, and abused.937
The lack of reference to “good Germans” was reported as a fault in some of the
reactions to the mini-series. In a discussion session in a West German school, for
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example, teenagers in the tenth class said they missed more positive German
figures.938 The same is found also in letters that West Germans of different ages sent
to the offices of the television network. About 9,000 of these letters are found in the
archive of the Center for the Study of Antisemitism at the Technical University in
Berlin, and I went over about a thousand of them. The letters are very diverse. Some
contain merely a few lines about the viewers’ impressions on the mini-series, whereas
others are long personal declarations in which people elaborate on their own
experiences from WWII, their opinions regarding politics, the media, and
miscellaneous affairs they deemed relevant.939
Many of the older authors of letters who supported using the mini-series to
confront the German population with its past, nevertheless portrayed themselves as
friends and rescuers of Jews and thus distinguished themselves from the perpetrators
on the screen and in the past. As such, their accounts often resemble the assertions that
we found in denazification proceedings on assisting Jews or buying from them. For
example, a 62 years old former marine soldier commented randomly: “I am definitely
no hater of Jews, then my brother had a Jewish woman […] As a soldier I even helped
my sister in law to avoid going to a concentration camp and had to atone for it.”940
This sort of argument that acts as a personal acquittal was very common in the
letters. Yet another recurring reference to friendships with and rescue of Jews sought
to counter what some viewed as collective accusations against the Germans as a
whole. The statements of expert commentators in the discussion after the screening of
the mini-series contributed to these accusations when some of them asserted that the
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majority of Germans stood behind Hitler in his antisemitic measures. As a response,
the author of one letter argued that his personal experience contradicts this statement,
since where he lived the residents did not only reject Hitler, they did so especially
because of his attitude toward the Jews.941 The criticism against the Churches’ general
lack of response to the persecution of the Jews, which the mini-series and the televised
discussions raised, prompt strong reactions as well. Both older and younger Germans
objected to what they saw as a one-sided portrayal that neglected to mention the cases
in which priests, such as Grüber, helped the persecuted.942 On a more general note, a
43-year-old woman found it unfortunate that Holocaust did not show “Germans who
risked their lives trying to save Jews,”943 and one man enclosed two newspaper-clips
reporting about Yad Vashem’s honoring of Schindler in 1962 as a reaction to the miniseries’ “hateful depiction of Germans.”944
In all of the above references to friendship with and assistance to Jews, the
authors of letters expressed the need for a balance in the depiction of the Nazi past.
Then even in earlier German depictions of the persecution of the Jews there often were
also references to the suffering of Germans, the atrocities committed by other nations
(especially the Soviets), and to Germans who resisted Hitler and saved Jews, and not
only to German perpetrators. And indeed, many letters complained about the lack of
reference to these issues in the mini-series, which they deplored as one-sided.945
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Accustomed to accounts that depicted the moral with the immoral (as we saw in the
previous chapter), many viewers must have felt disturbed by the absence of solace in
the mini-series. A wish to reestablish this balance is apparent also in the public media.
The popular women magazine Bunte published in March 1979, a month and a half
after the screening of Holocaust, a series of articles dedicated to “the other Germans,”
which resembled the 1961 article series in the weekly Stern.946 We can conclude,
therefore, that this imported American perspective posed a renewed challenge to local
West German memory conventions and enhanced the emotional charge and challenge
of the melodrama.947
The reactions to the mini-series in the GDR were much milder. Holocaust was
not shown on East German television and the decision to broadcast it on the third
program of the West German TV network meant that only those close to the FRG’s
border and the residents of Berlin could receive it. The official SED newspaper and
the majority of media ignored the mini-series, but since at least some East German
citizens could watch it a certain reaction was needed. A few newspaper articles
addressed the West German debate about Holocaust and remarked on the problems of
the FRG’s population to master the Nazi past – something that the East Germans have
allegedly already done successfully. Furthermore, in a speech he held a few days after
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the screening of Holocaust, Erich Honecker, the General Secretary of the SED, spoke
of the various East German films and books that have made the Holocaust their main
topic already years ago. Among the pieces Honecker mentioned were the film
Marriage in the Shadows (1948), the novel and film Naked among Wolves
(1958/1962), and an East German mini-series called Die Bilder des Zeugen
Schattmann (The Pictures of the Witness Schattmann) that was originally broadcasted
in 1972.948
Die Bilder des Zeugen Schattmann traced the persecution of the Jews in
flashbacks of a Jewish man who testified in the East German trial that prosecuted
Globke in absentia (1963). This mini-series showed very strong images of the
suffering of Jews including scenes from within Auschwitz and caused viewers to
report that they were emotionally disturbed by the protagonist’s fate. It was
broadcasted again on East German television in January 1979 (perhaps as a response
to Holocaust) and once more in 1982.949 Therefore, while the SED regime did not
allow for an open debate in the kind that took place in the FRG, the tendency to look
at the Holocaust survivor and the emotional impact of Jewish suffering via television
took place also in the GDR, although on a smaller scale.
But did the screening of Holocaust provoke references to German rescuers in
the GDR? While this was not the main focus of East German official reactions, at least
one public figure found the topic relevant in demonstrating that the GDR represents
the moral Germany. Alexander Abusch, the former Minister of Culture, wrote an
article in which he too mentioned the previous filmic depictions of the persecution of
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the Jews by the East German DEFA, and added that while West Germans only now
start to approach the issue,
we opposed the inhuman actions of the fascists […] in a resistance struggle
over life or death already in the days of the 1938 “Kristallnacht.” This fact is
and remains for all times a glorious page for the real humanism of German
communists. Ten thousands of non-Jewish Germans risked their lives in
distributing throughout Hitler’s empire the “special edition against Hitler’s
Jewish pogrom” (1938/ no. 7) of the illegal “Red Flag” – the only newspaper
[…] whose first page cried “against the disgrace of the Jewish pogrom!”950
As we saw in the last two sections, by the end of the 1970s Holocaust victims and
survivors received an ever-growing attention in both German societies. The name of
the American mini-series Holocaust became a common designation for the
persecution and murder of the Jews in the Germanys, thus helping to cement a
concentrated discussion on the topic. The greater attention to the Holocaust in general
meant that also the rescue of Jews frequently found its place in private and public
discussions. Germans referred to the rescue of Jews as part of their call for balance in
the depiction of Nazism and WWII that would counter a one-sided and collective
image of Germans as perpetrators.
The screening of Holocaust and the increasing individualization of the
Holocaust as expressed in survivors’ memoirs and fictional representations enabled
Germans to empathize with the fate of the Jews and sometimes also offered solace
when survivors told about their non-Jewish helpers. Especially in West Germany, this
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led after 1979 to the reissuing of rescuer anthologies by Horbach (1979),951 Leuner
(1979, 1989),952 and Grossmann (1984)953 that originally appeared in the late 1950s
and during the 1960s, and encouraged the publications of a few new anthologies.954 In
the 1980s, West German books955 as well as television and radio programs gave room
to German and non-German rescuers of Jews.956 German filmic and televised
depictions of the Holocaust preferred a familial or individual perspective at the victims
as in Holocaust, but unlike the American mini-series, they only rarely examined
Germans’ complicity in the crimes from a close perspective. The majority of Germans
depicted were passive bystanders and in a few productions from the 1980s also
showed minor instances of opposition, including depictions of Aryans buying in
Jewish businesses and helping Jews escape.957
We shall see in the next two sections that the growing prominence of the
Holocaust in the Germanys led in East Germany to the emergence of concentrated
attention to rescue of Jews by the end of that decade. At the same time, in West
Germany a change of focus in academic and popular histories of the Third Reich
introduced the rescue of Jews as a distinct and valuable topic of study.
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Rescue as History and Resistance in West Germany during the 1980s
On March 11, 1980 Inge Deutschkron gave a talk at the central West German
memorial for the resistance against Hitler, located at the Stauffenberg Street in West
Berlin. In her talk, Deutschkron summarized her survival story as it appeared in her
1978 memoir, and mentioned also the many non-Jewish friends (including Weidt) that
helped her and her mother survive.958 The inclusion of this survival account in a
memorial dedicated primarily to the military opposition testifies to the new orientation
in the study and commemoration of the resistance in West Germany.
Up to the late 1960s, professional historians in West Germany examined the
resistance against Hitler in groups that belonged to the elites (especially the military
and the bourgeoisie). But following international trends of social history and the
change in the political climate with the Social Democrats coming to power in 1969,
historians started to look also at popular resistance, especially among workers. In the
1970s and 1980s, the increasing democratization of the historical perspective led to
the incorporation of new methods (especially oral history), topics, and fields of study
that included the history of everyday life (Alltagsgeschichte), social history from
below, and the history of experience (Erfahrungsgeschichte).959 Historians such as
Martin Broszat who advocated this direction conceptualized a broader notion of
resistance (which Broszat called Resistenz) that registered the effects of Germans’
everyday actions in blocking or partially restricting Nazism’s societal penetration.
While this expansion of the concept encountered criticism on historiographical and
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political levels, it nevertheless demonstrated the tendency toward examining the
behavior of the populace as a whole and opened up new areas of investigation.960
The late 1970s and the 1980s introduced an upsurge of studies on the everyday
life of local communities during the Third Reich not only by professional historians
(such as Broszat, Detlev Peukert, and Lutz Niethammer), but also in non-academic
frameworks. History workshops collected and debated stories and documents on the
Nazi past and brought to attention the existence of former concentration camps in
one’s locality. An additional impulse came from a competition that the federal
president Gustav Heinemann initiated in 1973 in which schoolchildren were
encouraged to investigate their local histories. The topic of the competitions from
1980 to 1983 was the everyday history of National Socialism. The competitions’
findings demonstrate the teenagers’ interest in the persecution of Jews and their
inquiries into whether Germans of the war generation accepted or opposed it.961
The local perspective and social history “from below” were used to support
two opposite interpretations on the behavior of the German population in the Third
Reich, the one accusing and the other exonerating. On the one hand, inquiry “into the
history of everyday life points up the extent to which most ‘average people’ actually
clung to the Nazi regime in their concern to survive.”962 As such, it made the
statements on not being involved in the regime’s war and exploitation appear
unconvincing. The threat of the public discovery on their personal involvement in
Nazism made many older West Germans hide the truth about their past, whereas for
the younger generations, examining local histories held a potential for personal and
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social criticism, reflection, and enlightenment.963 On the other hand, the close
perspective on everyday life concentrated on Germans’ hardships and suffering in the
war years and in some cases ignored the persecution of Jews and other groups,
presented “ordinary Germans” as victims of the regime and as survivors in their own
right,964 or described mundane actions of individuals as acts of resistance worthy of
celebration.965
Thus the close examination of everyday life under the Nazis both enabled
previously unacknowledged deeds to appear as resistance, but also casted doubts on
the long-lived argument that “simple folk” could not oppose the regime. The most
remarkable example of an individual’s resistance was the case of Georg Elser, who
was not a member of the elites but rather a simple carpenter who almost succeeded in
assassinating Hitler on November 8, 1939. Elser’s interrogation protocol was
discovered and published in 1970 and his story received renewed attention in
historical publications and exhibitions in the 1980s and was filmed in 1989.966 The
case of Elser as well as the expansion of the resistance concept made the question of
what individual Germans could have done against the regime and for their Jewish
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neighbors a valid historical one. As such, helping Jews was gradually incorporated
into the commemoration of anti-Nazi opposition and was conceived as one of “the few
spheres of resistance […] that have received hardly any attention in public” and is
worthy of notice.967
Deutschkron’s talk at the resistance memorial in the Stauffenberg Street was a
part of this trend. Already in 1975 the memorial invited a Jewish survivor to tell about
“Berliners who helped us survive the Hitler dictatorship,968 and also the first historical
studies on what was later called “rescue resistance” (Rettungswiderstand) started to
appear.969 Some of the scholarly publications on assistance to Jews in the 1980s
evolved as part of the democratization of the historical perspective that investigated
previously unacknowledged victim groups (such as homosexuals, “a-socials,” gypsies,
forced laborers, etc.),970 as well as the experiences of women and other “minorities.”
Since a few of these groups, such as homosexuals, were still fighting for equal rights
in the FRG, reconstructing their histories served to legitimize their causes in the
present and strengthen “the formation of a self-understanding that is grounded on
historical persecution, which, for instance in women’s history, materializes in an
attempt to plausibly present resistance in public as an identity.”971 Because the lives of
women under the Nazis embodied everyday labor and they were largely detached from
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the military and political scenes in which men’s resistance took place,972 a 1983 study
emphasized their “humanitarian resistance.” The book thus includes 15 chapters
documenting the stories of Jewish and non-Jewish German women, the majority of
which tell of the help to the persecuted Jews in various situations. The book’s editor
explains the motivation to resist as coming from a struggle “against the total
incapacitation of the woman” by the Nazis, a standpoint that caused them to help those
who suffered more than any other, i.e. the Jews.973
An academic article from 1985 made the first attempt to survey rescue as
resistance. It drew on works from the early 1980s as well as on the non-historian Kurt
Grossmann and tried to examine the conditions and possibilities of rescue, which (in
accordance with Grossmann) it conceived as moral heroism that was comparable to
and even superseded the military resistance. The article also claims that apart from
Grossmann’s book the topic existed only in “scattered articles” (verstreute Aufsätze)
and received no institutional attention in West Germany. The author was probably not
informed on the honoring of rescuers by the Berlin Senate in the 1960s and the
Bundesverdienstkreuz since the mid 1970s.974 But other historical projects were very
aware of these two honoring initiatives, which they used as central sources of
information.
In 1983-84, when West Berlin newspapers and the Jewish community reported
on the honoring of local city residents with the Bundesverdienstkreuz and Yad
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Vashem’s medals,975 the newly founded Center for the Study of Antisemitism
(Zentrum für Antisemitismusforschung) at the Technical University in West Berlin
initiated a project to “document the fate of the Berlin Jewish community and its
relationship with its [non-Jewish] surroundings in good and bad.”976 The center’s oral
history project focused on rescue activities and interviewed members of three groups:
1. People who survived due to the help of the Berlin underground; 2. people
who were active as helpers in the Berlin underground, i.e. provided help for
persecuted Jews either alone or as part of groups; 3 so-called “Mischlinge” or
“non-Aryan-Christians,” who often occupied an intermediary role between
helpers and the persecuted.977
The center began looking for interview partners through personal connections and ads
on the radio and in newspapers and later turned to the help of organizations and
institutions such as the Jeannette-Wolff home for Jewish elderly. The center received
much of the information from the Berlin Senate, which afforded it with files from the
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Bundesverdienstkreuz. The project gathered publications of different kinds and genres
that told about the rescue of Jews and followed the social science guidelines of the
recently established oral history method.978 The center did “not understand the
interviews primarily as the investigation of new historical facts, but rather as a
collection of individual reports and opinions that could serve to complement such
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research.”979 Its work was continued from the mid 1990s to early 2000s under its
second director, Wolfgang Benz, and appeared in a series of books on various aspects
of rescue in Germany and Europe.980 Yet it was the center’s first director, Herbert A.
Strauss, who created the project, probably also for personal reasons. Strauss was an
American historian born in Germany who survived the Holocaust thanks to the help of
non-Jewish Germans. He must have also contemplated working on the topic as part of
the work he did with Kurt Grossmann.981
There were two additional projects that conducted interviews with rescuers of
Jews. The first was held as part of the Landesbildstelle Berlin, a city archive that
starting in 1959 collected interviews with prominent people who had some connection
to Berlin. In the 1980s the archive began interviewing also “ordinary Berliners”
including Jewish survivors such as Inge Deutschkron who spoke of her life under the
Nazi regime and non-Jews who reported on everyday actions of resistance. The
archive contains also five interviews with men and women who helped Jews.982 The
other project was initiated in 1988 by Günther B. Ginzel, a Jewish author and
journalist from Cologne and member of the Society for Christian and Jewish
Cooperation, together with local politicians in the Rhineland. This project initially
took the name Unsung Heroes, and published calls for assistance in finding suitable
co-workers and information.983
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An additional locus in the commemoration of rescue as resistance was the
resistance memorial in the Stauffenberg Street in West Berlin. In 1983 it began
undergoing a series of changes, modified its name to Memorial of German Resistance
(Gedenkstätte deutscher Widerstand), and became more active in informing the
population about various forms of opposition to the Nazi regime. The memorial
published a series of studies on resistance in the different districts of Berlin, and since
1983 each study included a chapter on assistance to Jews.984 On July 20th, 1989 the
memorial inaugurated a new and extensive exhibition that integrated a section about
Jewish resistance and on rescue of Jews.985 As we shall see later in this chapter, the
Memorial of German Resistance will play a part in the eventual establishment of the
memorial Silent Heroes, as well.

Identity Politics, Holocaust Memory, and Rescue in Divided Germany of the
1980s
On February 9, 1989 the play Ab heute heisst du Sara: 33 Bilder aus dem
Leben einer Berlinerin (From Now on Your Name is Sara: 33 Scenes from the Life of
a Berliner Woman) premiered in the West Berlin Grips Theater for children and the
youth. The play is based on Inge Deutschkron’s 1978 memoir and depicts her survival
in Berlin thanks to the help of non-Jewish Germans.986 In the interview I conducted
with her in 2007, Deutschkron recalled how in 1988 the staff of the theater asked her
for permission to adapt her memoirs to the stage. After she gave her consent, they
accompanied her to the building where Weidt’s factory stood. The house, on
Rosenthaler Street number 39, was located in the eastern part of the city. By that time,
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the diplomatic relations between the two German states were warmer than ever and
the group encountered no problems in the visit. It was the first time Deutschkron saw
it since the end of the war.
In the interview, Deutschkron said that after the visit she wrote to the East
Berlin municipality with the request to put a memorial plaque on the building in order
to inform people on the actions of Otto Weidt, but received no reply. She saw that as
an indication for the GDR’s indifference toward the memory of the Holocaust and of
rescue in particular, adding that once the Berlin Wall opened she turned to the newly
elected mayor of Berlin and he fulfilled her wish within a short time.987 In contrast,
her portrayal of West Germans of that time is much favorable. Especially the Grips
Theater is applauded, as well as the play, which became a part of the theater’s
permanent repertoire and still runs today.
But are Deutschkron’s impressions about the difference between East and
West Germans’ attitude to rescue correct? In this section we shall examine the main
tendencies in Holocaust memory in both German states up to the unification of 19891990. Our focus will be on the public debates concerning German identity and the
Holocaust and on whether references to rescue found their place within the political
arena.
Was it true that the East German authorities during the late 1980s were not
interested in commemorating German rescuers of Jews? So far we have seen that the
topic was not absent in the GDR, but usually subsumed under or associated with other
narratives, and in particular the memory of the antifascist resistance. We have,
however, also remarked on the growing individualization in East German depictions
of the Nazi regime since the 1970s that allotted more room to depictions on the
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suffering and survival of Jews in the Holocaust. But did the growing attention to the
Holocaust in the GDR incorporate new references to helping Jews?
Since 1978, the SED government became more involved in the annual
commemorations of Kristallnacht, which by that time the local Jewish communities
organized. The SED’s interest evolved out of various reasons, including the growing
international attention to the Holocaust and to Jewish topics since the mid 1970s and
also in response to the upcoming stately commemorations of Kristallnacht in West
Germany. Much of the initiative came from the East German Protestant Church, which
in March 1978 reached an agreement with the SED that gained it improved
independence within the GDR.988 The Protestant Church coordinated most of the 1978
events as part of its intensified confrontation with theological questions of guilt since
the mid 1970s, and asked for the assistance and participation of the state. Its
ceremonies of the 40th anniversary of Kristallnacht stood in the sign of reconciliation
that was expressed through organized meetings between Christians and Jews, the
maintenance of Jewish cemeteries, the putting of plaques on destroyed synagogues,
etc.
After the 1978 precedence, the Protestant Church continued with these
activities and organized (together with the state and local Jewish communities) annual
commemorative events around November 9th in various East German cities. In
addition, the state encouraged publications on Jewish topics and the Holocaust, as well
as local exhibitions, and nurtured and renovated Jewish sites such as synagogues and
cemeteries.989 There were, however, a few differences in the contents of the various
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rituals and representations according to the respective speakers and organizers. Thus
East German Jews were rather suspicious at first about the increasing attention that
they suddenly received, and Churchpersons were not always so critical toward Israel
as the regime wanted.990
In order to overcome the GDR’s deteriorating economic situation in the 1980s,
the SED was interested in finding new partners abroad, and the party’s assumption
was that this could be achieved also through the East German Jewish communities
that, so it was assumed, “enjoy high esteem internationally.” In the name of political
gain, the GDR was to show international audiences that “trust and cooperation exist
between the socialist state and the Association of Jewish Communities in the GDR
(Verband der jüdischen Gemeinden in der DDR)” and that “citizens of Jewish
conviction have found here their true home (Heimstatt), [as well as] safety, and social
security.”991 The state’s efforts in this direction reached their peak in 1988, in the
occasion of the 50th anniversary of Kristallnacht. It was especially in this context that
also references to rescue found their place.
The public presence of the upcoming anniversary started already before
November 1988. Historian Kurt Pätzold and the East German Jewish journalist Irene
Runge published a first extensive book on Kristallnacht that appeared on time for the
anniversary,992 and other publications prepared their audiences for the event. Such
preparation also meant presenting the familiar political interpretation, according to
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which the fascists from before are still active in West Germany.993 In spite of the fact
that Erich Honecker paid an official and friendly visit to the FRG in September 1987,
the ruling party was still interested in presenting East Germany as the better, moral
Germany to its citizens and the world. The Christian-Jewish encounters, common
annual commemoration of Kristallnacht, and the tightening of relations between the
state and the Jewish communities were to demonstrate the GDR’s image as morally
superior.
In early June 1988, Honecker met with the heads of the Association of Jewish
Communities in the GDR. In the meeting, about which the press reported, he promised
to advance the needs of the communities and repeated the common slogans that
depicted the GDR as the “real home” of its Jewish citizens. He did not forget to
mention the KPD’s 1938 leaflet “Against the Disgrace of the Jewish Pogroms” from
1938 that supposedly showed that the communists have always fought against
antisemitism.994 This leaflet became already in the 1950s a central text that East
German public figures and historians mentioned whenever they spoke of the
Holocaust (as shown in chapter two and in Abusch’s 1979 statement, above).
The basic reference to the communists as opponents of Nazi antisemitism and
supporters of the Jews in the past, as well as to the GDR as the safest place for its
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Jewish citizens in the present, appeared in various occasions and media during the
anniversary. On November 9th, 1988, the East German parliament, the Volkskammer,
held a special session dedicated to the Kristallnacht, in which East German politicians,
international guests, and members of the local Jewish communities participated. In his
speech, Honecker asserted that since its establishment, the GDR has embraced the
teachings of the revolutionary German working class and its opposition against
racism, antisemitism, and discrimination, and praised the brave struggle of all
antifascists who “acted against the fascist racial hatred […], helped protect the lives of
their Jewish comrades, and in so doing defended the honor of the German people.”995
A similar statement appeared in the speech of Horst Sindermann, the president of the
Volkskammer, who spoke of how the “German working class, which recognized [the
Nazis’ use] of antisemitism as a way to defend the interests of the ruling class, stood
on the side of the Jews.”996 Siegmund Rotstein, the recently appointed president of the
Association of Jewish Communities in the GDR, followed suit and echoed the
assertions of the GDR’s heads in his own speech:
We [the Jews] did not stand alone in these difficult years of our history. It is
my noble duty to remind that communists and social democrats, Christians,
liberals, and sometimes also our neighbors helped us, and not only on the night
of the pogrom. They acted in a truly humane way (wahrhaft menschlich) from
the first hours of the fascist reign of horror, knowing that they risked their own
lives for us. It remains unforgotten that even in illegality the oppressed KPD
was the first to […] stir the international public against the disgrace of the
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Jewish pogroms and exposed the backgrounds for the crimes and the criminals,
while others kept silent…997
Rotstein’s final sentence makes a direct reference to the 1938 leaflet of the KPD
“Against the Disgrace of the Jewish Pogroms” that appeared also in the meeting with
Honecker a few months before.
East German daily newspapers reprinted the speeches, and several magazines
dedicated special issues to the event. Also there one could find the mentioning of the
communists’ struggle for the persecuted Jews. Thus the special issue of a magazine
that included many full-page pictures of the persecution of the Jews, from its inception
to the mass murder, showed also one photograph of a leaflet that communists
distributed in the city of Rostock in 1939, in which they called to oppose the violence
against Jews.998 Nevertheless, the page that opened the special issue clearly put the
memory of the Holocaust at the center, and made the antifascist resistance subordinate
to it, rather than the other way around:
And teach them: memory (Und lehrt sie: Gedächtnis!)!999 In these days, our
land’s citizens commemorate the fascist pogrom night of fifty years ago, which
gave the sign for the extermination of the Jews. The burning synagogues were
followed by the transports to Auschwitz, Maidanek, Treblinka… State and
society of the German Democratic Republic honor the victims of the mass
murder [and] dignify the dead in order to admonish the living to never again
allow barbarism and inhumanity, fascism and war.1000
While this formulation and others on that day corresponded with the GDR’s antifascist
myth, never before did the Holocaust gain so much official and public attention in
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East Germany as in November 1988. It was this spotlight on the Holocaust that
required clarification as to who the “bad Germans” in this story were
(capitalists/fascists – now in the FRG) and portrayed the SED-state as carrying the
legacy of those who opposed antisemitism and helped the Jews.
After the events of November 9, 1988 the GDR’s heads continued their efforts
to attract international partners (and especially the United States) by showing East
Germany’s close relations with its Jewish communities. In order to contribute to this
foreign policy agenda, the SED started already a few years earlier to consider
improving its relations with Israel, which was an ally of the U.S. After the rise of
Gorbachev in the Soviet Union, a few East European countries began downplaying
their anti-Zionism and although the GDR was slow and inconsistent at that, after 1988
a few opportunities opened up and East German politicians made official visits to
Israel.1001 One of the first instances of cooperation between the GDR and Israel
involved the exchange of material between East German archives and Yad Vashem, as
well as a first honoring of East German citizens as “Righteous among the Nations.”
The discussions took place on the level of foreign ministers and with the involvement
of Rotstein and the head of the West German Zentralrat, Heinz Galinski.1002 The
public honoring of rescuers was supposed to help reach rapprochement with East
Germany in a similar way to what some politicians and citizens wanted to do upon the
establishment of diplomatic relations between the FRG and Israel in 1965 (see chapter
four).
But the commemoration of East German rescuers in 1988 and later did not
only include official speeches and political measures. The growing legitimacy of
Holocaust memory encouraged also (Jewish and non-Jewish) authors and artists to
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address the topic. Heinz Knobloch, a well-known journalist and writer in the GDR,
published in September 1988 an article in the bulletin of the East German Jewish
communities that celebrated the deeds of policeman Wilhelm Krützfeld, who in
November 1938 prevented the complete destruction of the synagogue in the
Rosenthaler Street in Berlin.1003 In 1990, the last year of the GDR, Knobloch
published an extended version of the story in a book that received several editions.1004
On September 19, 1989 East German television broadcasted the documentary film
Betrifft Fabrikaktion of the Jewish filmmaker Roza Berger-Fiedler,1005 which depicted
the public protest of Aryan women in Berlin Rosenstrasse in 1943, who demanded the
release of their Jewish husbands.1006 In 1989, the GDR also mandated the creation of a
stone monument to this event, which, however, was presented to the public only in
1995, when the authority that ordered it already ceased to exist.1007
In assessing Deutschkron’s impressions, we can say that at least on the official
level, the 1988 commemoration of Kristallnacht in the GDR paid much more attention
to Germans’ help to Jews than did the FRG. While the SED argued that German
communists’ care for the Jews in the past and present freed East Germany from any
responsibility for the Holocaust, West Germans were struggling with the question of
how to incorporate the event into their own history. The difference between the two
states becomes clear when we examine the 1988 speech that Philipp Jenninger (DCU),
chairman of the Bundestag, gave on this first official ceremony commemorating
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Kristallnacht in the West German parliament.1008 Jenninger’s speech followed a
Jewish survivor who read Paul Celan’s poem Todesfuge, a powerful symbolic
depiction of Jewish suffering that describes death as “a master from Germany.”
Already such a poem would probably be unacceptable in an official East German
ceremony. The same applies also to the opening words of Jenninger who asserted that
not the victims, but we, in whose midst the crimes took place, must remember
and account [for the past], because we Germans want to understand our past
and its lessons of our past for the political design of our present and future.1009
The self-examination of Germans’ deeds under the Nazis predominated Jenninger’s
speech. He was not interested in the helpers, but rather in the bystanders and
perpetrators, whose actions against the Jews he attempted to understand. Jenninger’s
attitude of self-examination returns to the influential speech that president Richard von
Weizsäcker held in 1985 in the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the end of WWII,
in which the president urged Germans “to have the strength to look truth straight in the
eye.”1010 While von Weizsäcker’s speech was internationally acclaimed, Jenninger
was forced to resign a few days after giving his, because many politicians and public
figures criticized it for its inappropriate dry style, insufficient distance from the
perpetrators, and thus in delivering a poor performance according to the unwritten
rules that such an occasion requires.1011
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Jenninger’s case demonstrates the public involvement and political sensitivity
to the question on the “suitable” representation of the Holocaust in West Germany at
the time. Paradoxically, the person who contributed more than others to the heated
debates on how to represent the Holocaust was the one who wanted to relieve West
Germany from the burden of the Nazi past. In 1982, Helmut Kohl became chancellor
and returned the CDU to power after 14 years in the opposition. Kohl wanted to create
a “spiritual-moral change” (geistig-moralische Wende) in the FRG that would break
the hegemony of the left and liberal-left in the media, universities, and museums after
years of SPD rule and the critique of the 1968 movements.1012 He wished to make the
FRG a “normal” state in the eyes of the world and provide its citizens with a positive
national identity free of the stain of Nazism. His plan of normalization was grounded
in debates that started in the mid 1970s, especially among conservative right-wing
intellectuals, who wanted to establish a national historical consciousness that the
institutional framework of the republic seemed not to provide.1013
In order to normalize West Germany, Kohl initiated projects that would create
a cohesive historical narrative of the nation, such as the Museum for German History
in Bonn. He also began a series of international visits and meetings that were to attain
reconciliation with historical enemies of the German state. Yet many of Kohl’s
gestures and speeches triggered internal and international debates and scandals that
seemed to strengthen the opinion that saw German history as anything but normal and
refused to allow a discussion of German identity without mentioning WWII and
Auschwitz. For example, Kohl’s speech in the Israeli Knesset on January 1984 ended
in a controversy over his statement on the “grace of a belated birth” (Gnade der späten
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Geburt), which implied that Germans would eventually be freed from the burden of
the past. In September of that year, his meeting with the French president Francois
Mitterrand in the WWI cemetery in Verdun was a remarkable step toward the
appeasment of past conflicts, and seemed to advance in the path the chancellor
intended. Yet Kohl’s attempt in 1985 to repeat this gesture with the American
president Ronald Reagan in the military cemetery in Bitburg erupted a vehement
international scandal, when it was discovered that also SS men were buried there.1014
Eventually, the question on whether non-Jewish German victims can be treated on an
equal level as Jewish Holocaust victims became the center of the Historians’ Dispute
(Historikerstreit) in 1986-7, which debated the Holocaust’s uniqueness and asked
whether it allows for a German national narrative.1015
West German public debates in the 1980s concentrated on the responsibility of
Germans, in the past and present, to the crimes of the Nazi regime and thus made
references to rescue and solidarity appear out of place on the official level. At the
same time, however, these debates and the opposing opinions presented in them also
“licensed, so to speak, a broader public or political relativization of responsibility” for
the Holocaust.1016 The opening of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and Kohl’s decisiveness in
the unification of Germany in 1990 aroused national sentiments in the “new right” as
well as among liberals and leftists and gave new credentials and energy to the
normalization project.1017 As we shall see in the final sections of this chapter, it was on
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this background that new challenges to German identity emerged, which, together
with an American film production, made the rescue of Jews more relevant than ever.

“Good Germans” in the New Germany
By 1988 Kohl made an effort to rid himself from the image of a Schlußstrichchancellor who wishes to draw a line under the Nazi past and the Holocaust in
particular.1018 Yet he did not abandon the normalization project, but rather adjusted its
form and focus. After 1990 Kohl aimed less for an acknowledgment from abroad,
which the Allies’ support for a unified Germany seemed to anyway imply, and
addressed much more the German population on the way to creating a cohesive and
unifying national identity. Furthermore, the chancellor and his government carefully
followed the ritualized rules of behavior that were established up to and after
Jenninger’s performance, by immediately and decisively rejecting any attempt to
question the uniqueness of the Holocaust and its importance in German history. At the
same time, however, Kohl advanced initiatives that introduced alternative and
complementary narratives that would relativize this very standpoint.1019
Kohl helped establishe a historical interpretation that combined the victims of
the war with victims of Nazi persecution. Yet his government was not the sole initiator
of such depictions, which appeared in films, television documentaries, and various
publications that continued portraying the familiar image of soldiers as apolitical
victims of the war and German civilians as victims of Allied bombings and
expulsions.1020 A few historians have observed the “return” of these narratives that
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were so typical in the FRG’s 1950s, but never quite disappeared in the decades
since.1021 Another common depiction that gained much room in historical and popular
accounts especially after unification followed a totalitarian narrative that drew
parallels between the Nazi dictatorship and communist dictatorships in order to blur
the uniqueness of the German case.1022 Already in the early 1990s, historian Saul
Friedländer wrote that after the fall of the GDR, the Third Reich no longer represents
the recent significant past for many Germans, since between it and the present stands
another German dictatorship.1023 Furthermore, after 1990 the reckoning with the Nazi
past often went hand in hand with a condemnation of the GDR. This took place with
the discovery of traces and graves from the Soviet postwar “special camps” that
incarcerated people suspected as Nazis in or close to the Nazi concentration camps. In
recovering this “double past,” the new, updated, memorials made sure to present a
clear hierarchy that placed the Nazi crimes first, but nevertheless complemented the
crimes of the Nazis by images of Germans as victims.1024
As in the 1980s, also in the subsequent decade a few of Kohl’s steps provoked
public debates that acted against his intentions. This was the case, for example, in his
1993 inauguration of the Neue Wache monument in Berlin that commemorated “all of
the innocent people who lost their lives in the war” and placed soldiers who died in
combat next to people who were murdered for their alleged race. As a result of the
criticism that this monument produced, Kohl authorized the construction of a separate
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memorial for the murdered Jews, which opened to the public in May 2005 and became
more familiar than the Neue Wache due to its central location and to years of public
discussions over its form.1025 These developments led historian Bill Niven to speak of
an increasingly “inclusive” memory that allows for a coexistence of diverse victim
groups and various narratives about the Nazi past in post-unification Germany.1026
Considering that Germans from the right and left would very much like to get rid of
the opposite side’s depictions of the Nazi past, the word inclusive seems rather
unsuitable. Yet there is no doubt as to the coexistence of apparently contradicting
interpretations about this past and the frequent attention that the conflicts surrounding
it received in the media.
In accordance with the media attention to the Third Reich, in the early 1990s
we find publications on rescuers of Jews, some in the context of the resistance, which
continue projects that started in the late 1980s in either East or West Germany.1027
These publications are embedded in the growing interest in the Holocaust and provide
positive role models for readers as well as a way to avoid focusing solely on the bleak
aspects of this past.1028
In 1994 the screening of an American film helped change the German
discussions about the rescue of Jews. On March 3, 1994 Steven Spielberg’s
Schindler’s List premiered in Germany. The first German screening took place two
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days earlier in Frankfurt in the presence of the film’s director as well as a number of
local dignitaries and politicians, including president von Weizsäcker. The screening of
a commercial American movie became a state ceremony and according to some
journalists, it was the absence of Kohl from it rather than the presence of the president
that demanded explanation.1029 This three hours film tells the story of a German
industrialist, Oskar Schindler (Liam Neeson), a womanizer, drunk, and opportunist,
who decides to save “his Jews” (the Jewish forced laborers in his factory) and
manages to do so by sacrificing his wealth. Although the film does not put the story of
the Holocaust at the center of the plot, the film presents the persecution and murder of
the Jews in powerful images: Probably no viewer would forget the girl in the red coat
that one sees briefly early in the film and later as a body in the death camp.
Furthermore, the scene in which Jewish women from Schindler’s factory are sent to
Auschwitz, shaven, and pushed naked to the showers is as close as it gets to an inside
perspective on gassing. Such a dramatic individualization of the victims and close
look at the extermination were not seen in Germany since the mini-series Holocaust,
whose emotional impact appeared to be recreated among the viewers of Spielberg’s
film.1030
The film’s reviews discussed various matters, from the choice of cast to
theoretical considerations on the representability and visualization of the Holocaust. In
the foreground stood, on the one hand, the depiction of the film as exploring the
industrialized murder of the Jews (although this is not the focus of Schindler’s List),
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while on the other hand was the image of a “good German.”1031 The reviewers were
divided, however, in their evaluation of Schindler’s figure. Some expressed their relief
that this film discusses the Holocaust through the story of a German rescuer. Thus an
article in a popular magazine introduced the film a few days before its German
premiere and asked: “Was Schindler the only German who saved Jews? – No, there
were very many (Es waren sehr viele).”1032 Yet the authors of other articles stressed
that Schindler was a part of a minority and his actions cannot collectively absolve
Germans from their responsibility.1033
Since 3,400,000 viewers saw the film in Germany within two months of the
premiere,1034 scholars and journalists attempted to explain the film’s success. Some
commentators claimed that the millions of Germans, who went to see a “good
German” in an American film by a Jewish director, demonstrated the acceptance of an
offer of exculpation from shared guilt or national responsibility. Other commentators,
however, resisted this reasoning and argued that the film rather compels the viewers to
ask whether what Oskar Schindler accomplished was not also possible by many other
Germans, thus raising the question of individual responsibility.1035
The attempt to give a single explanation to the success of the film in Germany
is, of course, misguided and depends on each viewer’s expectations and orientations
before entering the cinema. Moreover, the success of the film in the United States and
elsewhere implies that it offered its viewers something more than either exculpation or
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self-criticism. The plot follows a common story of a protagonist’s transformation into
a hero and uses Christian symbols and gestures that appealed not only to Germans.1036
Nevertheless, the division that commentators presented between two main reactions,
i.e. one promoting at least a momentary relief from a perceived collective guilt and
another emphasizing Germans’ moral commitment to never allow such a relief,
reflects two main approaches to the Holocaust in unified Germany in general.
Schindler’s List contributed to a wide acknowledgement of the topic of rescue.
German newspapers started to explore the life of Schindler by publishing articles on
his deeds and interviewing some of the Jews he saved and his wife Emilie.1037 But the
newspapers did not give their attention to this rescuer alone and looked also for “the
other Schindlers.” A long article carrying this name appeared in the newspaper Die
Zeit a month after the premiere. The article opens with the following:
Tree number 14 in the Alley of the Righteous in Yad Vashem receives many
visits currently. The ground around it has been leveled by the feet [of visitors].
With tree number 14 the Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem remembers Oskar
Schindler. Not far from there stands tree number 208, planted for Eberhard
Helmrich. The ground around it is neat and tidy, shows no sign of a footstep.
No one is interested also in tree number 821. Then who knows Loni and Anton
Harder? And who [knows] Elisabeth Abegg, Otto Busse, Max Liedtke, Otto
Weidt?1038
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The article’s authors state that while Israel has already honored 276 Germans and
thousands of other rescuers, in Germany they are forgotten. This long article presents
various cases of German rescuers, along with their pictures, and gives a few patterns
of their actions. Yet its main point is to ask why did the rescuers receive no attention
in Germany so far. In doing so it actually shows that much has been done in this
direction. For example, the authors interviewed Inge Deutschkron, whose helper Otto
Weidt they mentioned. The article also announces the upcoming publication of two
studies that the Center for the Study of Antisemitism in Berlin is preparing about the
rescuers, and recommends its readers to look at an anthology of rescuers that was just
translated into German.1039 The article refers also to the honoring of about 700
rescuers by the Berlin Senate in the 1960s and the honoring of more with the
Bundesverdienstkreuz since 1976, but states that “such honors interrupt the general
forgetting only for a short time.”
The claim of forgetting in this article and in others that speak about “forgotten
heroes”1040 is used, first, to urge Germans to commemorate these rescuers, and second
as a way to criticize disregarding them in the past. Such forgetting is depicted as a
moral failure, because these rescuers were the ones who under the Nazis “lived the
idea of humanity,” and should have been celebrated as heroes.1041 With the
exaggerated claim of former forgetting, these authors distanced themselves not only
from Nazi Germany and its antisemitism, but also from the memory politics of the two
German states and aimed to make a fresh start for united Germany. With this in mind
we can start to understand the relevance of the film and the topic of rescue to the
early-mid 1990s.
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Schindler’s List contributed to a major change in the public relation to rescuers
in Germany. The power of the medium film and Spielberg’s dramatic skills played a
role at that. Moreover, unlike the mini-series Holocaust that portrayed a rather
negative image of Germans and caused some viewers to assert that “there were also
other Germans,” Spielberg’s movie placed a “good German” at the center of the plot.
The broad acceptance of this movie was probably also influenced by a generational
change. While Germans who were adults during the Nazi years might have perceived
the actions of a rescuer as questioning their own deeds during the Holocaust, by 1994
they no longer constituted a majority in the population. Younger viewers could more
easily identify with Schindler and imagine themselves in his place, especially since
this hero had weaknesses that made him human and thus easy to relate. Furthermore,
the film introduced a familiar designation to rescuers in general (“Schindlers”) that
enabled one to address the topic of rescue in a way that a large audience could
immediately recognize.1042
Yet Schindler’s List was not solely responsible for this change. Former
depictions of rescuers in various media and in historical studies undoubtedly created
an atmosphere that was receptive for a story about the Holocaust through the
perspective of a German rescuer. Furthermore, when the film came out, the rescue of
Jews had socio-political relevance. In the years 1991-94 a series of racist and
antisemitic incidents took place in united Germany. Right-wing extremists caused the
death of several asylum seekers and desecrated Jewish institutions as a response to the
growing public attention to the Holocaust.1043 Already in June 1993, when two
German women received Yad Vashem’s medal of “Righteous among the Nations” in
Berlin, at least one article explicitly stated that rescuers of Jews should serve as role
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models in this time of xenophobia and intolerance.1044 On this background, German
politicians and educators encouraged entire school classes to watch the film and
discuss its message of morality and civil courage (Zivilcourage), and the Federal
Center for Political Education distributed appropriate material for teachers.1045 The
educational importance of the film was enhanced when on March 25, 1994, a few
weeks after the premiere of Schindler’s List, a bomb was thrown into the synagogue in
Lübeck.1046

“Ordinary Germans” and Rescuers in the 1990s and 2000s
While the message of civil courage and the discussion around Schindler’s List
focused on what Germans in the Third Reich could have done to help the Jews and
thus also on the passive responsibility of those who didn’t help, in the second half of
the 1990s two public debates raised the issue of the active participation of many
Germans in the Holocaust. In the 1980s, those public addresses in the FRG that were
considered to be very self-critical (such as president von Weizsäcker’s 1985 speech)
focused on the moral failure of German bystanders and not on German perpetrators. In
1996, however, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, an American political scientist, published a
book that seriously challenged this depiction. The book, Hitler’s Willing Executioners:
Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust, argued that Hitler and the Nazis did not have to
lure the German public into cooperating in persecuting the Jews, but rather
implemented “eliminationist antisemitism” that was already prevalent among

1044

Bi, „Namen und Neuigkeiten,“ Der Tagesspiegel (6.6.1993). The two women were Edith
Hirschfeldt-Berlow and Frieda Adam.
1045
William J. Niven, “The Reception of Steven Spielberg’s ‘Schindler’s List’ in the German Media,”
Journal of European Studies 25 (June 1995): 165-189; Weissberg, “The Tale of a Good German,” 177.
1046
The significance of the time and medium become clear when we consider that the German
translation of Thomas Keneally’s 1982 novel on which Spielberg’s film is based, sold mere 5000 copies
from 1983 to 1994, but following the movie’s success it sold 90,000 copies in hardback and a million in
paperback. Thiele, Publizistische Kontroversen über den Holocaust im Film, 431.

328
Germans.1047 This argument that most historians dismissed as simplistic if not
completely false, gained the book and author wide attention in the German press. The
book was quickly translated into German, sold about 200,000 copies within six
months, and reawakened the discussion on Germans’ collective guilt. Goldhagen’s use
of the term “ordinary Germans” threatened to annul the distinction between
“Germans” and “Nazis” that was so central for postwar depictions of the Nazi past.1048
Although “old” historians (such as Hans Mommsen) publicly attacked
Goldhagen’s book, many younger Germans embraced it. The reason for that may be
that it provided a simple explanation to what caused the Holocaust and presented a
clear moral standpoint.1049 Moreover, in his book and in his tours through Germany,
Goldhagen stated that the antisemitism that led to the Holocaust dissolved in the
postwar years and thus offered a way for many younger Germans to redeem
themselves by condemning the entire adult generation of the Nazi years.1050
The Goldhagen debate intensified another public depiction that portrayed the
participation of “ordinary soldiers” in the killing of civilians during WWII. The
Hamburg Institute for Social Study inaugurated in March 1995 an exhibition called
“War of Extermination: Crimes of the Wehrmacht 1941 to 1944.”1051 While the
findings it presented were not new to historians, the large number of photographs
showing the destruction that German bombers left in European cities, the army’s role
in implementing the racial laws and recruiting forced laborers in the occupied
territories, as well as German soldiers executing civilians, were meant to counter the
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myth of the “clean” Wehrmacht among the general population. The exhibition
wandered between cities and reached a record number of 90,000 visitors in Munich in
1997. By the end of 1999 about 900,000 people saw it in different locations in
Germany (and also in Austria).1052
The exhibition drew much critique especially from soldiers’ associations and
right wing organizations, such as the far right party NPD, that separated Hitler’s aims
from the soldiers, in the search for a positive past to identify with. Also individual
protestors opposed what they saw as false accusations against their fathers that built
Germany after the war.1053 A few historians criticized the exhibition’s unprofessional
use of photographs, which led to mistakes and some incorrect descriptions. As a result,
the exhibition was withdrawn for inspection in 1999 and a revised version of it opened
in early 2002. By the time it was closed in March 2004 additional 400,000 people
visited it.1054
The reactions to the two exhibitions demonstrate the growing acceptance of
rescuers of Jews as moral role models. The second Wehrmacht exhibition added a
section on anti-Nazi soldiers and included the figure of Anton Schmid, a sergeant who
helped save more than 300 Jews in the Vilna Ghetto and was executed for it.1055 The
inclusion of this section is clearly meant as a balancing measure and a reply to
criticism against the first exhibition for its overwhelming condemnation of the
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German soldiers. Schmid was “recruited” to improve the standing of German soldiers
also outside the exhibition itself, when in 2000 a camp of the Bundeswehr (the
German army) was named after him.1056 Interestingly, while Schmid served in the
Wehrmacht he was born and lived in Vienna, which makes him a somewhat peculiar
role model for the unified German military.1057
The topic appeared also in two books published in 2002 and 2003 that
collected the findings of a research project on rescuers of Jews that served in the
German army and also police and SS.1058 While these books can certainly be used to
balance the image of “ordinary soldiers” by portraying them not only as perpetrators
of atrocities, the book’s editor, historian Wolfram Wette, explicitly stated that this is
not the purpose of the study. Instead, he stressed that these soldiers were definitely not
“ordinary.”1059 In an article from 2006 (which we discussed in the introduction’s first
page), Wette goes farther by presenting Wilm Hosenfeld, the German officer
described in Roman Polanski’s film The Pianist, as part of the “tiny minority” within
the Wehrmacht who “swam against the stream.” Wette emphasized repeatedly how in
rescuing Jews, this “humanly thinking” officer was completely different from the
majority of the soldiers who served on the eastern front and cites some of the most
critical entries from Hosenfeld’s diary, published in 2004,1060 including the following:
“We deserve no mercy, we all share the guilt (wir sind alle mitschuldig).”1061 This is a
sweeping condemnation of the great majority of German soldiers in WWII that
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according to Wette resolved the moral conflict between duty and conscience not in
favor of humanity. It is the case of Hosenfeld, being so untypical but nevertheless
showing what was possible, that helps to prove them guilty.
Wette’s depiction of German rescuers, however, does not represent the attitude
of all Germans at the time. While he used these figures in order to condemn the
German population in the past and create role models for the new Germany after
unification, others employed rescuers in order to save the generation of the Third
Reich from the general condemnation by Goldhagen and the Wehrmacht exhibitions.
Konrad Löw, an emeritus politics professor (from the Bayreuth University) published
in 2002 a book that aimed to counter the collective guilt thesis by claiming that most
Germans under Hitler opposed Nazi antisemitism.1062 In 2006 he published another
book that gathered excerpts from diaries and memoirs of Jewish survivors who report
on the help they received from non-Jewish Germans, claim that the number of rescuers
must have been much higher than previously assumed, and use the example of
Schindler to argue that also many members of the Nazi party helped Jews.1063 His
work drew fire from historians that criticized his selective use of sources and his
challenge to the Holocaust’s uniqueness.1064
Löw’s arguments are embedded in a renewed wave of narratives that emerged
since the late 1990s that aim to free Germans from the burden of an assumed
collective guilt and enable a positive national identification. Within this tendency we
find the call of writer Martin Walser in 1998 for normalization of the Nazi past and
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against a constant reference to the shame of Auschwitz,1065 as well as new publications
and debates on German suffering during WWII,1066 and the initiative to erect a center
against expulsions.1067 These initiatives and statements seem to also be involved in the
emergence of a “new antisemitism” that may have reached greater dimensions also as
a result of the constant confrontation of Germans with guilt and the Holocaust.1068
Especially after Schindler’s List, public depictions of German rescuers raised
the question of which interpretation of the Nazi past should these figures serve. Should
they support national normalization by stating that the existence of rescuers shows that
not all Germans were perpetrators? Or should the portrayal of rescuers urge national
self-criticism on what most Germans could have done but did not want to do to help
Jews? Since references to German rescuers could support such contradicting political
agendas, the treatment of the topic became very delicate. Therefore, most reviewers of
Polanski’s 2002 film The Pianist preferred to downplay the image of a German officer
who saves the Jewish protagonist’s life,1069 and leftist historians cast doubts on the
historical accuracy and attacked the “too heroic” depiction of Margarethe von Trotta’s
2003 film Rosenstrasse about non-Jewish women that protested the arrest of their
Jewish husbands and managed to save them.1070
In spite of the question of the rescuers’ “appropriate” interpretation, these
figures became desired positive figures in the 2000s. In this decade appeared an
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unprecedented number of rescuers’ biographies, many of which were initiatives of
local communities or Churches that celebrated them as their heroes.1071 Also television
productions and films for the big screen dedicated entire plots or isolated sequences to
this topic.1072 Nevertheless, the state itself was only indirectly involved in these
efforts, and the support of academic projects on rescue arrived mostly from
associations that advanced peace work and remembrance.1073 Also the stately
memorial for the rescuers did not begin in the corridors of the Bundestag, but rather as
an initiative of a few young students.
It all started when in 1998 six students came across the house in the
Rosenthaler Street number 39, Berlin, in which Otto Weidt had his factory. Probably
intrigued by the plaque in his memory that Inge Deutschkron helped put there a few
years earlier, the six who studied museology, decided to construct an exhibition in the
building as part of their studies. They turned to Deutschkron, who since 1988 came
regularly to Berlin to speak to visitors of the theater play based on her life, and asked
for her help. In March 1999, after months of laboring, the students opened the
exhibition “Blind Trust” (Blindes Vertrauen) in three rooms of the building, and
aroused interest among journalists. Thoughts about turning this temporary exhibition
into a memorial started to circulate. Deutschkron invited the Minister of Culture,
Michael Naumann, along with Israeli ambassador Avi Primor to the exhibition and in

1071

Joachim Castan and Thomas F. Schneider, eds, Hans Calmeyer und die Judenrettung in den
Niederlanden; Katalog zur gleichnamigen Ausstellung (Göttingen: V&R Unipress 2003); Peter
Niebaum, Ein Gerechter unter den Völkern: Hans Calmeyer in seiner Zeit (1903-1972) (Bramsche:
Rasch Verlag 2003); Marlis Flesch-Thebesius, Zu den Außenseitern gestellt: Die Geschichte der
Gertrud Staewen 1894-1987 (Berlin: Wichern Verlag, 2004); Manfred Galius, ed., Elisabeth Schmitz
und ihre Denkschrift gegen die Judenverfolgung: Konturen einer vergessenen Biografie (1893-1977)
(Berlin: Wichern Verlag, 2004); Hans-Josef Wollasch, Gertrud Luckner, „Botschafterin der
Menschlichkeit“ (Freiburg i. Br.: Herder, 2005).
1072
For a recent example see the French-German film production Unter Bauern (Among Peasants, dir.
Ludi Boeken, 2009) that is based on the memoir: Margot Schmidt, Durchgestanden: Menschliches und
Unmenschliches. Meine Erlebnisse unter den Rassengesetzen (Gräfelfing: Resch Verlag, 2003). See
also the TV documentation Die Schindlers – Retter mit Diplomatenpass (ZDF, dir. Dietmar Schulz,
2007).
1073
For example, the Bremen foundation Die Schwelle – Beiträge zur Friedensarbeit initiated and
funded much of the research project that Wette headed. See Wette, Retter in Uniform, 9.

334
2000 founded an association to manage and fund the exhibition (Förderverein Blindes
Vertrauen e.V.). With Naumann’s mediation, the place was put in 2001 under the
responsibility of Berlin’s Jewish Museum in order to keep it open and before a more
suitable solution could be found. A year later, the German president Johannes Rau,
who already before expressed his interest in commemorating German rescuers, visited
the exhibition and supported the erection of a central memorial for rescuers.1074 In
2004 the state bought the entire building in the Rosenthaler Street in order to allow for
a permanent exhibition, and a year later the Memorial of German Resistance took
responsibility over the house and started preparing for a national memorial for the
rescuers. The new, extended, exhibition in Weidt’s factory opened in December 2006,
and the memorial Silent Heroes was officially inaugurated in October 2008.1075
The brochure of the exhibition states that “the example set by these helpers
shows that it was, in fact, possible to save people in Nazi Germany.”1076 As such, it
advances a critical perspective on what Germans could have done to help Jews, but
most of them did not, thus assigning Germans with responsibility to the death of about
six million Jews. The exhibition adopts the findings of recent studies, and especially
the research of the Berlin Center for the Study of Antisemitism, in which also many of
the memorial’s experts participated, and concentrates on rescue as part of a unique
relationship between rescuer and rescued.1077 According to the memorial’s
exhibition’s catalogue, the Jews who “went ‘underground’ or ‘into hiding’ were
resisting the dictatorship.” It was, therefore, their act of resistance, and the non-Jewish
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helpers were only a part of the picture. With such statements, the exhibition reflects
about thirty years in which the individual fate of the survivor stood and still stands at
the center of references to the Holocaust. Therefore, as the exhibition’s catalogue
informs the visitors, “In Germany, the Silent Heroes Memorial Center is dedicated to
commemorating those who escaped the mortal threat and those who helped them.”1078

Conclusion
In this chapter we explored the renewed relevance of rescuers of Jews since the
late 1970s in East, West, and then unified Germany. These figures’ relevance
presented a few continuities from earlier periods in the patterns and motivations to
address the topic. Thus the official articulations of rescue in the GDR continued to
stress the same basic notion of communist heroism in combatting Nazi antisemitism
and helping Jews. In the FRG, the screening of the mini-series Holocaust and the
debates on the guilt of “ordinary Germans” triggered the mentioning of rescuers in
order to prove that “there were also other Germans,” i.e. the balancing strategy that we
have encountered already in West German reactions to the Eichmann Trial, and even
before.
Nevertheless, in both German societies, the 1970s and 1980s also presented a
change in the extent and concentration on the topic, in particular because of the
growing international attention to the Holocaust. In the GDR, the government
enhanced its involvement in commemorations of the Holocaust and in 1988 integrated
the memory of rescue into the Kristallnacht anniversary, thus giving it an
unprecedented weight in the political arena. That, in turn, legitimized similar
commemorative initiatives in other social fields of the East German media and society
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in general. In contrast, in the FRG at the time, politicians were careful not to focus on
rescuers of Jews in order not to be accused of applying apologetic tricks that might
violate the rules of political discourse on the Nazi period. Yet while the West German
authorities preferred to avoid this topic, developments in the approach to history and
historical writing as well as initiatives “from below” greatly advanced the
commemoration of rescue.
Finally, the search for identity after unification created a context that was
receptive to role models that combined an acknowledgment of the Holocaust along
with a positive orientation. The screening of Schindler’s List provided a locus and a
name around which to concentrate this search and the xenophobic and antisemitic
incidents in the early 1990s delivered the sense of urgency and political relevance for
the mentioning of rescuers as embodiments of civil courage. Schindler’s List and the
debates over the involvement of “ordinary Germans” in the murder of the Jews also
articulated the two main tendencies in approaching the rescue of Jews in postunification Germany. The first emphasized the small number of rescuers (and
sometimes underplayd or doubted their help or impact) in order to condemn the war
generation and the second presented rescuers as a proof that that “first generation” was
not antisemitic and rejected an updated version of the collective guilt thesis.
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Conclusion
In this dissertation I traced the various cultural patterns that Germans in the
postwar years employed and engaged when referring to the rescue of Jews during the
Third Reich. My focus on a long-term cultural perspective urged me to start the
investigation not in 1945, but rather look at the roots of postwar memory in the years
of the Third Reich itself and in Nazism’s own past. In this way, the first chapter
allowed me, first of all, to explore how the Nazis approached solidarity with and
assistance to Jews. We saw that the Nazi regime’s public comments on the topic
paralleled its allusions to the persecution of the Jews. Just as prior to Kristallnacht the
regime openly announced its antisemitic measures but after 1939 used a technique of
“imposed guesswork” in speaking about the mass murder of Jews, so did it do in
relation to the population’s attitude toward the persecuted Jews.
Second, the first chapter laid out the rejection of universal-humanistic ethics as
the Nazis’ primary moral guideline, which placed a racist-national version of
particular morality above any other moral consideration. We were thus able to see that
what the Nazis described as a moral struggle against Christian ethics and the
Enlightenment (in chapter one) was reformulated as an opposite moral struggle during
and after WWII by anti-Nazi forces within and outside of the Reich (in the beginning
of chapter two).
And third, the turn from chapter one to the chapters that follow portrayed the
specific forms and patterns of the multifaceted dialogue between postwar and Nazi
references to rescue. While after the war Germans tried to publicly establish their
morality by dissociating themselves from the Nazi values and atrocities, they
nevertheless applied some of the central features of the Nazis’ project of separating
“the Jews” from “the Aryans.” After WWII, non-Jewish Germans used the forms of
this Nazi project in order to demonstrate their intimacy with rather than separation
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from Jews. These forms included the concepts compassion, decency, and human
being, as well as practices such as buying from Jews, going to Jewish doctors,
romantic and sexual relationships of mixed couples, and friendship with Jews.

Scattered Memory
Chapter two and three illustrated the different settings in which Germans
mentioned the rescue of Jews and the functions that the topic had in the first two
postwar decades. In chapter two we saw the references to rescue in various trials of
Nazi officials and in the denazification procedures in the immediate postwar years as a
strategy of self-exoneration. While most of these courtrrom settings took place during
the immediate postwar years, we traced similar self-depictions in autobiographical
writings from the 1940s up the 1980s and beyond, especially in West Germany. We
can conclude, therefore, that while references to rescuing Jews played an important
role for some defendants in specific courtroom settings in the first years after the war,
the example presented in them maintained its exculpatory function and moral selfidentification also after these specific settings were dismantled and the Allied
occupation ended.
But not all public allusions to rescue followed a personal drive and even those
that did often advanced a collective message as well. Thus autobiographers and even
some trial defendents claimed that in addition to their personal case, the rescue of
Jews proves that the German people as a whole was not collectively guilty in the Nazi
crimes. Jewish survivors and sometimes also non-Jewish resistance fighters described
help and solidarity with the victims as evidence for the continuation of German
humanism in the Third Reich but combined it with a critique of the population’s
general indifference to the fate of the persecuted. Unlike these accounts, German
politicians occasionally argued that a large segment of the population supported and
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helped the Jews. Up to the late 1950s, such statements (as in the case of Adenauer’s
1951 reparation speech or in the SED’s designations of all communists as opponents
of Nazi antisemitism) appeared especially in addresses aimed at Jewish audiences or
in the rare occasions in which these politicians spoke of the Holocaust. As such, when
German politicians mentioned rescuers using a collective argument they preferred to
do so without naming any specific individuals or giving actual numbers thus not
putting their statement to the test. Neither of the German states was interested in
examining Germans’ behavior toward the persecuted and chose, instead, to focus on
presenting Germans as victims of the war.
While politicians on the national level spoke about rescue in (safe) abstract
terms, on the local level the situation was often different. Men and women that helped
Jews escape Nazi persecution received communal acknowledgment and honors also
(although usually not only) for their actions for the Jews. These figures were mostly
Christian clergypersons whose deeds were known within their own congregations or,
in a few cases (such as Grüber, Mass, Lichtenberg, and Luckner), also in wider
Christian circles. In addition, Germans who wanted to establish certain individuals as
role models for the postwar Germanys occasionally added short episodes or assertions
to these persons’ biographical depictions that presented them as rescuers of Jews.
Such an added attribute gave resisters moral alibis, portrayed them as motivated by
universal-humanistic convictions, helped reject allegations that they betrayed their
fatherland and acted out of narrow political interests, and introduced role models
whose moral principles they wanted the population to embrace.
Using depictions of rescue, postwar German authors also confronted German
publics with difficult moral questions. This kind of confrontation took place especially
in works of fiction from 1945 up to the mid 1960s. In chapter three we examined
fictional works in this period that portrayed successful or unsuccessful rescue of Jews
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using dramatic techniques that aimed to involve viewers and readers in the fate of the
persecuted Jews. While these works only rarely touched on Germans’ direct
perpetration of crimes, they confronted audiences with what Germans did during the
Holocaust, what they could and should have done, and commented on how (especially
younger) Germans should behave in the future.
Depictions of rescue also opened new ways to sepak about the Holocaust. The
persecution of the Jews was not a popular topic during the 1950s in the German
societies, and it appears that non-Jewish Germans were generally reluctant to address
even the topic of rescue, since it could have implied that they knew enough about the
mass murder of the Jews and could have done something to stop it. Yet especially
those German authors of fiction who portrayed failed rescue stories seem to have
believed that by tackling the Holocaust from the positive standpoint of rescue they
would enable Germans to publicly acknowledge the Jewish tragedy without alienating
their audiences with accusations of collective guilt.
Attempts to both arouse a moral debate and avoid directly speaking about
Germans’ guilt might appear irreconcilable from today’s perspective, but many
contemporaries of the 1950s and later did not see them this way. In making short
references to the rescue of Jews, postwar accounts were able to combine various
messages and topics regarding the Nazi past. It is the attention to allegedly “invisible”
references that allows historians to explore the complexity of the memory of Nazism
in this decade beyond the focus on the victimhood of non-Jewish Germans. Then
exactly because these references to rescue were scattered among texts that only rarely
dedicated more than a few lines (if at all) to the Holocaust that they could fulfill these
different functions (both exculpatory and critical) and also play a part in the moral
transformation of the German population.
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I subsume these different forms, settings, and functions of mentioning the
rescue of Jews under scattered memory due to, first, the way in which they appeared.
References to rescue were “scattered” in and among depictions and practices of
memory that concentrated on other topics or constituted isolated accounts that
mentioned rescue as part of a personal commemorative intention and not as a separate
topic that deserves a wide public. Another reason lies in the efforts of those who, in
their attempts to gather the topic included some direct references to the “scattered
news and documents” on the rescuers that made it difficult to gain access to these
accounts.1079

“Forgetting” and Gathering Memory
Gathering memory encompasses the collection of rescue accounts, their
institutionalization in some cases, and media depictions that define rescue as a distinct
and worthy topic within the history of Nazism and view rescuers as people in need of
particular attention. Chapters four and five make clear that such gathering attempts
were greatly based on scattered accounts that both served as important sources of
information and drew individuals to invest in the commemoration of rescue. For
example, a private concern of Jewish survivors to their benefactor Schindler
introduced Kurt Grossmann to the topic of rescue as a whole, and personal
experiences and encounters urged individuals such as Leuner, Lipschitz, and Strauss
to commit to finding a common framework for rescuers from the late 1950s to the
1980s.
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The public attention to rescue that might seem in retrospect to emerge from the
1994 screening of Schindler’s List (that is, “from the outside”) was actually
“prepared” by the accumulation of numerous local and national initiatives in the
decades that preceded it. Therefore, without understanding the history of scattered
accounts in the 1940s and 1950s and subsequent attempts to gather them, one cannot
comprehend the German reactions to this American film production and to the
depictions of rescue in unified Germany in general.
But how can we understand the continuous complaints of those Germans
dedicated to gathering rescue that the topic and the rescuers did not receive enough
attention in public and that they were so far “forgotten”? These complaints were
voiced from the late 1950s to the 1990s and projected an image of “forgetting” while
at the same time reporting on the existence of earlier publications, official honors, and
other public representations of rescue. In trying to comprehend what appears to be a
contradiction we must consider the different meanings and intentions of these claims
and complaints.
1) First of all, claims on public “forgetting” are often based on personal
impressions and a superficial look at sources. Moreover, the persons involved may
intentionally exaggerate the extent of social or public “amnesia” and thus “forget” to
mention the references to rescue that they are acquainted with. Exaggeration and onesided descriptions are common rhetorical strategies that are used to advance a certain
agenda, support a specific version of the past, and provoke reactions from one’s
audience.
2) The tendency for dichotomous descriptions often draws on moral
interpretations that conceive of remembering as positive and virtuous and forgetting as
negative and wrong. This applies in particular to the memory of the Holocaust, which
in the last few decades serves as a moral standard and a model for traumatic
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experiences worldwide1080 and has been established as an official duty for German
governments since the 1980s. Both German governments and individuals engage in
public commemorations of the Holocaust also in order to rid themselves (and by
extension also their national or political community) of the feeling of guilt and the
externally attached stigma as members of a community collectively held responsible
for the Nazi atrocities.1081 In this sense, Germans (such as Wette) can portray their
own achievements as more impressive by stressing the failure of former postwar
generations to “appropriately” commemorate the Holocaust and honor the rescuers,
whom they conceive as the carriers of morality under the Nazis.
3) Furthermore, claims on “forgetting” are often rather vague as to what is
actually being “forgotten.” Thus the authors of various gathering initiatives (from
Grossmann to Wette) do not clearly distinguish between the memory of rescue and the
honoring of individual rescuers. Their depictions exclude all postwar references to
rescuing Jews that did not involve the honoring of individual helpers (for example, the
mentioning of rescue in the service of personal apology or gratitude), while we
examined the commemoration and honoring of individual rescuers as part of the
memory of rescue in the German societies as a whole.1082
4) But is “forgetting” merely a rhetorical instrument in the service of political
and moral goals or does it also have analytical value? This dissertation showed that the
rescue and rescuers of Jews were not absent in the German societies before the 1990s.
Nevertheless, the claims on “forgetting” are not completely false, although they need
to be rendered more preceisely.
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Recent studies of forgetting point to the multiple meanings of the term, some
of which are negatively connoted and other positively, some are involved in the
destruction of identities and others in their construction, some apply to the erasure of
traces of the past and others to archiving and preserving them, etc.1083 In the context of
this dissertation, there appears to have been an “archiving” of information about the
rescue of Jews among Germans of different generations, as is evident in the ad-hoc
emergence of arguments on rescuing Jews in countering or balancing accounts on
German perpetrators (in response to the Eichmann Trial, Frankfurt Trial, screening of
Holocaust, etc.).1084 These occasional references to rescue mean that at least for some
people the topic was not completely forgotten, but rather accessed only when deemed
neceessary.
Furthermore, so far we spoke of forgetting as a conscious and voluntary
phenomenon that applies more to the rejection of a certain past narrative than to an
involuntary lapse of the mind.1085 If we consider remembering and forgetting also
from an involuntary perspective we need to turn our attention to the role of media in
triggering references to rescue and to the function of media in helping to maintain,
articulate, and enrich the information about the topic. We saw these functions of
media in the use of concepts (such as Unsung Heroes), presentation of dramatic stories
(as in the case of Schindler’s List or the Buchenwald Child), and in alluding to
documents (such as the KPD’s brochure “Against the Disgrace of the Jewish
Pogroms”) that were recalled, quoted, and applied later. What also influenced
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remembrance is the extent of personal engagement in the topic and its relation to one’s
actual experiences, since for some Germans (both Jewish and non-Jewish), references
to rescue involved personal recollections, while for others the topic entailed the
acquisition of information one received vicariously. Since depictions of rescue in the
media and in social interactions informed Germans’ access to the topic, the question
on whether rescue as a whole and the names of individual rescuers eluded the minds
of Germans is closely tied (although cannot be reduced) to the nature of the media
discussions, publications, and social practices that addressed it.
We thus find support for a certain level of involuntary forgetting first in the
scattered references that provided Germans with no clear reference points, concepts,
or anniversaries to anchor the memory of individual rescuers and no institutional
frameworks to ensure the recurrence of rescue as a theme. Moreover, even the
gathering initiatives we explored up to the 1990s offered inconsistent anchors based
on short-term reactions to moral challenges, publications, or the birthdays and awards
of specific rescuers that continued only rarely after their death. Also the
institutionalized honoring of rescuers as Unsung Heroes was short-lived and confined
to West Berlin and the later national honoring with the Bundesverdienstrkreuz did
more to award specific individuals than to give rescue a distinct public manifestation.
As for the East German commemoration of the Buchenwald Child, it remained
subordinate to an already existing interpretation on the antifascists. Thus while rescue
was integrated into various commemorative initiatives and appeared in a variety of
media and practices, people could still see it as having a fleeting rather than a stable
presence, and this includes even the circles that did more than others to seek for the
topic, such as the Jewish communities and the Societies for Christian-Jewish
Cooperation.
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The passing of time, the distance from the event, and the relevance of a topic
to one’s own life at any given instance have an impact on what a person remembers
and what not. Also a continuous “overload” of other memories and different kinds of
information influences what we notice in each moment and remember thereafter.1086 In
this sense, there is little doubt that many Germans, for whom the rescue of Jews was
not an immediate concern and who encountered an upsurge of other issues regarding
their present as well as their past, did not even perceive of the occasional references to
rescue in the media or forgot about them shortly after.
The steadily growing attention to the Holocaust with its penetrating and
unceasing presence and the gradual shattering of older, more comforting depictions, of
the Nazi past, helped inspire academic and popular interest in rescue. While in the
1950s references to rescue enabled Germans to partially acknowledge Jewish
suffering, in the 1960s and 1970s this relationship was gradually reversed when
Germans in East, West, and unified Germany increasingly spoke of rescue either to
counter and balance the burden of the Holocaust on an imagined German collective or
as a way to expose the extensive scale of this moral load. The German screening of
Schindler’s List brought this tendency to a high point by reducing much of the
discussion on rescue to Schindler’s name,1087 but also by encouraging the study of
other rescuers.
To conclude, we have reconstructed the simultaneous existence of both
remembering and forgetting the rescue of Jews in the postwar Germanys. On the one
hand, there were those people whose incidental references or long-lived dedication
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contributed to the creation of mnemonic products and practices that served in later
years as essential building blocks for the gathering of and eventually national attention
to rescue and rescuers. On the other hand, the fruits of these efforts have eluded a
great number of people in Germany or left no noteworthy mark on them for many
years, and possibly still today. Yet as in other cases, also here remembering and
forgetting are mutually constitutive. On the most basic level, too much knowledge on
the past prevents effective and elaborate recall whereas the “erasure” or absence of
information helps one distinguish between the traces and matters of the past.1088 In our
case it was probably the irritation that some Germans felt when facing what they saw
as forgetting, which aroused their interest and encouraged their efforts to
commemorate the rescue of Jews. Only time will tell whether such irritation and sense
of forgetting will further serve to foster the memory of rescue in Germany and what its
future forms might be.
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