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Dedicated to Rachel G. Fuchs,
Distinguished Foundation Professor of History  

at Arizona State University

Sadly, Rachel Fuchs passed away in October 2016 
after thirty-two years of service at ASU. As editors 
of this volume, we are grateful for her many years 
of mentorship and generous support, and we rec-
ognize the unique opportunity to publish one of 
the last pieces of her work in this volume. 

Rachel did not believe in terrortimes or ter-
rorscapes. Her distinguished scholarship focused 
on continuities in how gender was constructed 
in nineteenth- and twentieth-century France. 
Despite the passage of time, she showed that “the 
gendered nature of poverty” was the same in the 
nineteenth century as it was in the twentieth cen-
tury and that many of the issues concerning pov-

erty, gender, and morality are not vastly different today. 1 Instead of imaginations of 
space, she shows in her contribution to this volume that people crossed boundaries and 
survived even in the most rigid systems. Rather than look at violence, her work explored 
survival of poor unmarried, pregnant women and young mothers despite a perception 
that they were markers of overall cultural decline among French elites. 2 Her insistence 
on survival against the odds of deeply moralizing state officials, her knowledge on the 
limits of policy even in France’s darkest days under German occupation, and her scru-
tiny of sources were an inspiration for this volume and for us as scholars more generally.
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Introduction

T E R RO RT I M E S A N D 
T E R RO R S C A P E S ? 

R ET H I N K I N G 
C O N T I NU I T I E S O F S PAC E , 

T I M E , A N D M E M O RY
Volker Benkert and Michael Mayer

T
he present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space,” 
the French philosopher Michel Foucault stated in 1987. He added: “The anxi-
ety of our era has to do fundamentally with space, no doubt a great deal more 

than time.” 1 By privileging space over time — unthinkable for many historians who by 
definition considered time the most important variable — Foucault became an import-
ant voice of the so-called spatial turn in geography, social sciences, and history in the 
1980s. The focus on space was also adopted by German historians, albeit with a little 
more caution. Reinhart Koselleck made the case in 1987 that “space as well as time are, 
categorically speaking, part of the conditions of potential history.” 2 For Germans this 
connection seemed obvious: the German language even linguistically links space and 
time in the word Zeitraum (space of time). Following this line of thought, this volume 
argues that all history comes with a geography. A sense of space is inevitably linked to a 
sense of time. 3 Such a sense of space is imagined and reimagined based on tangible ma-
terialities of geography whose intangible meanings change over time, interpreted and 
reinterpreted in myriad ways. Likewise, our sense of time is subject to similar imagina-
tions based on past material and textual evidence coupled with new interpretations. 
Space and time are thus not a repository of the past that can be replayed at leisure but 
are reimagined every time we revisit the past. 4 Imagination also shapes our ability to re-
member or forget the past as individuals, communities, or nations. Memory is thus alive 
in the present as constructions of past time and space contracting toward the future 

“



2 TERRORTIMES, TERROR SCAPES

with ever-new possibilities of imagination of space, time, and memory. 5 This book rests 
on an understanding of memory as highly dynamic and subject to societal negotiation 
of time and space, enabling many different readings about the possibilities of the past. 6 
Investigating such continuities of ideas of space, time, and memory with respect to vi-
olence is at the heart of this volume.

The map in figure I.1 illustrates these continuities of notions of space, time, and 
memory. Printed for a Frankfurt-based shipping company, its representation of com-
pleted German highways versus those shown as under construction reveals that the 
map dates from 1936. 7 Although very much an object of everyday use, the map con-
tains a host of clues to how its makers thought about space and national belonging. 
After all, German borders from before World War I are still indicated, and place-names 
are mostly rendered in the German form, sometimes with Polish names underneath. 
This kind of irredentism is not surprising for maps of the interwar period even before 
the Nazi takeover. Yet its owner — Wilhelm Benkert, grandfather of one of the au-
thors of this chapter — felt the need to update the borders on the map. It is not diffi-
cult to imagine that the Wehrmacht soldier who first took part in the occupation of 
the Sudetenland and later marched into what remained of Czechoslovakia felt pride 
and glee as he redrew the borders to indicate the Anschluss of Austria in March 1938, 
the German dismantling of Czechoslovakia, and the forced cession of Memel from 
Lithuania in March 1939. The impromptu updates on the map seem to echo the trium-
phalist fanfare of Nazi propaganda. As if to give the new borders a sense of authentic-
ity and permanence, he even used blue crayon to match the color of how borders were 
represented on the map. Still, the blue crayon cannot hide the fact that the map shows 
three versions of Germany while hiding another. The borders of Imperial Germany un-
til 1918, the early Nazi state of 1936, and the soldier’s updates on Nazi expansions made 
under the threat of war until March 1939 are visible, while the memory of Weimar 
is erased. The stroke of the blue crayon also sought to erase the memory of Austria 
and Czechoslovakia. The curious overlap of different spatial imaginations of different 
Germanies corresponds with different temporalities of German history whose mem-
ory traces can still be found on the map.

If the blue crayon marked the annexations on the previous map in an improvised 
fashion, the map in figure I.2, from between March and September 1939, already in-
corporated these forced border changes at the time it was printed in 1939. The annex-
ation of Austria, the establishment of the Protektorat Böhmen und Mähren, and the 
forced cession of Memel all blend into the German-dominated landmass indicated 
by the same color. 8 The borders of Imperial Germany are still marked, but they seem 
to matter only with respect to Poland, yet to be conquered. After the German inva-
sion of Poland, Wilhelm Benkert also marked the new borders, first on the basis of 
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 23, 1939, largely following the Vistula River. 



I.1. Map of Germany in 1932, with new borders drawn. Source: Autoverkehr der Firma Carl Presser & Co., 

Maßstab 1: 1936 (Berlin: Druck und Verlag Stritzke & Rothe, 1936). Courtesy of Emily Vance.
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Later he updated the map again, now in accordance with the German-Soviet Frontier 
Treaty of September 28, 1939, which also entailed a secret addendum concerning the 
borders, whose implications, however, became clear very rapidly. The “twin faces of 
totalitarianism” had carved up Poland, 9 and not only did Wilhelm Benkert take part 
in the actual invasion, his markings on the map echo the very map used by the dicta-
tors. This goes to show how easily many ordinary Germans like Wilhelm Benkert ad-
opted the regime’s expansionist goals. Yet the map also reveals how quickly Nazi ideas 
of space sparked the imagination of ordinary Germans, even if they went well beyond 
the most irredentist notions of the borders of Imperial Germany still included on the 
map. Wilhelm Benkert’s blue crayon thus helped to create a Germany based solely on 
Nazi imaginings. 10 Finally, the map’s updates suggest at least wholehearted agreement if 
not complicity, understood as “degrees of involvement, degrees of knowledge, degrees 
of intention, and degrees of agency, 11 all of which apply to a soldier decorated for his ef-
forts during the campaign. 12 Such complicity, however, stands in stark contrast to fam-
ily lore that highlighted noninvolvement (he was not in the party, he was not a Nazi), 
blissful ignorance (he was a frontline soldier unaware of what was happening around 
him), lack of intention to go to war (he only signed up for the army because the fam-
ily business went bankrupt during the Great Depression), and passivity (as a soldier in 
the Weimar Reichswehr, he could not vote and therefore had no part in the Nazi take-
over). Memory and map thus seem to contradict each other. Entangled notions of space, 
time, and memory are imprinted on this map — a document whose abstract colors hide 
the violence behind it — and inform today’s decisions to remember or forget. Taken to-
gether, personal photos of his time in the army, family lore, his service records, and the 
maps offer a mix of experience tainted by narrative repetition, selective archival mate-
rial, and spatial visualizations that shape a contradictory historical record. 13 To explore 
such entangled notions with respect to violence is the purpose of this book.

T I M E A N D S PAC E A S M O D E S O F 
H I S TO R I C A L I N Q U I RY

Describing change over time is the historian’s creed, and arguing on the basis of his-
torical evidence is the historian’s craft. Yet change over time is always related to place, 
space, and sources that cannot be interpreted outside of the context of their temporal, 
spatial, and social conception. Edward W. Soja, who in 1989 coined the term “spatial 
turn,” 14 added only seven years later: “Contemporary critical studies have experienced 
a significant spatial turn. In what may be seen as one of the most important intellectual 
and political developments in the late twentieth century, scholars have begun to inter-
pret space and the spatiality of human life with the same critical insight and emphasis 



5INTRODUCTION

that has traditionally been given to time and history on the one hand, and to social re-
lations and society on the other.” 15

Exploring the connection between time and space, however, is not as new as the 
advocates of the spatial turn would have us believe. The German philosopher Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, for instance, asserted in 1830: “The truth of space is time, 
and thus space becomes time; the transition to time is not made subjectively by us, but 
made by space itself. In pictorial thought, space and time are taken to be quite separate: 
we have space and also time; philosophy rights against this ‘also.’” 16 Martin Heidegger 

I.2. Map of western Germany, Poland, and western USSR in the 1930s. Source: Der Deutsche Osten und Polen, 

Maßstab 1:2000000 (Bielefeld: Verlag von Velhagen & Klafing, 1939). Courtesy of Emily Vance.



6 TERRORTIMES, TERROR SCAPES

went even further than Hegel, arguing that space and time had to be thought of to-
gether in one “Zeit-Raum.” 17

Following Hegel, geographers and historians began studying the effects of geogra-
phy on politics and international relations in the past and present around the turn of the 
twentieth century. This sudden relevance of space had much to do with the process of 
industrialization. Already at the end of the nineteenth century the world was intercon-
nected through modern railways and telegraphs. 18 The time needed for people and in-
formation to move across vast spatial distances was reduced considerably. In 1870 most 
parts of the world were connected by commercial telegraphy. 19 Space and time seemed 
to contract, as much by means of faster travel as by means of quicker communication. 
People therefore observed what the anthropologist David Harvey called a “time-space 
compression.” 20 The literary expression of this feeling is the obsession with temporality 
that can be observed in Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu. 21

The fact that space seemed to shrink throughout the nineteenth century had the 
effect that space was given more thought than before. Academics like the German 
geographer Friedrich Ratzel, the Swedish political scientist Rudolf Kjellén, and the 
American admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan began to study the effects of geography on 
politics and international relations as well as history. Their concepts can be subsumed 
under the term geopolitics, which was introduced by Rudolf Kjellén. 22 These theories 
were first tested on the periphery, in the colonies, the Middle East, and the Balkans, 
but in World War I these theories led to ethnic cleansing in large parts of Europe and 
from there beyond Europe. Ethnic cleansing as a geopolitical tool informed not only 
German fantasies of victory but also British, French, and Italian ideas about the ac-
tual postwar period. 23 Yet after the “golden age” of geopolitics in the 1920s and 1930s, 
the concept was heavily discredited by the National Socialist idea of Lebensraum and 
the unprecedented atrocities in its wake. Especially in Germany, historians lost inter-
est in political developments linked to space, a development that was intensified by 
the shift to social sciences. 24

The late 1980s saw a sudden renaissance of spatial concepts freed from their prob-
lematic geopolitical heritage. In 1991 the American literary critic Fredric Jameson 
wrote: “A certain spatial turn has often seemed to offer one of the more productive 
ways of distinguishing postmodernism from modernism proper.” 25 How can this sud-
den renaissance be explained? Two factors seem crucial for an understanding of the 
comeback of space. One concerns the disappearance of borders, at least if seen through 
a European perspective. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was the most palpable event, 
inviting spectators to participate in physically destroying a border. The effect was sur-
prising: when the Iron Curtain was finally lifted, people discovered the lost space in 
Eastern Europe, which for a long time had remained forgotten in the shadow of the 
border. Similarly, the process of European integration — only dimly reproduced by the 
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North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) — following the inception of the 
Schengen Convention brought the elimination of border controls in parts of Europe 
from 1990 onward. 26 However, the dissolution of inner-European borders was paral-
leled by a stricter enforcement of European external frontiers — not always successfully, 
as the immigration wave of 2015 has shown, and surely not fairly, as the burden rests 
mostly on states bordering countries outside the European Union (EU). 27 The dissolu-
tion of borders corresponded to the second factor, explaining the return of spatial ap-
proaches: historical inquiry changed to concentrate less on the nation-state and more 
on transnational and global history. 28 The nation-state, which since the nineteenth cen-
tury had seemed the most important point of reference for historians, appeared fragile, 
even — in the case of the states of the EU — outdated; postnationalism reigned. 29 Only 
in recent years has nationalism regained strength through a host of populist movements 
in Europe and the United States, though scholarship so far seems to be very reluctant 
to focus on the national paradigm again.

Not only did borders seem to disappear from the 1980s on; apparently space itself 
also vanished due to the internet revolution. Comparable to the period around 1900 
with its travel and communication advancements, another compression of time and 
space following the spread of global interconnectedness occurred. Space no longer mat-
tered in Marshall McLuhan’s interconnected and real-time “global village.” 30 Yet, anal-
ogous to the emergence of geopolitics at the beginning of the twentieth century, space 
also suddenly returned to the center of attention at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Spatial concepts flooded social and cultural studies as well as geography and his-
tory. 31 In history, Karl Schlögel’s book Im Raume lesen especially popularized the “spa-
tial turn” as much as it saw it from an ironic point of view. 32 Most importantly in this 
ebb and flow of space as a mode of inquiry, it seems that space cannot be disentangled 
from time. After all, history always “takes place.”

T E R RO RT I M E S A N D T E R RO R S C A P E S : 
V I O L E N C E , S PAC E , T I M E , A N D 

M E M O RY A S I N T E RWO V E N FA B R I C S

Adding to scholarship linking time and space, this volume suggests describing con-
tinuities of violence as overlapping fabrics woven together from notions of space, 
time, and memory. Such an approach helps us highlight continuities of violence and 
avoid describing violence as limited to a certain space and time. As Omer Bartov and 
Eric Weitz stress, regions of bloody conflict — terrorscapes, as we call them in this vol-
ume 33 — are larger and more ambiguous than clearly defined bloodlands. 34 Similarly, 
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Jürgen Zimmerer has shown with respect to continuities between Germany’s colonial 
genocide and the Holocaust that terrortimes are longer and endowed with less clear tem-
poral boundaries than common periodizations of war and peace suggest. 35 Our probe 
highlights such continuities, but as Thomas Kühne suggests, ambiguities and complex-
ities are never far from such an endeavor. On continuities between Germany’s genocide 
of the Herero and Nama and the Holocaust, he warns that “instead of relying on vague, 
generalized and abstract concepts of colonialism and imperialism on the one hand, of 
the Holocaust, the Nazi empire, Nazi violence on the other, the diversity, shades, pe-
culiarities and antagonisms of either case should be taken into account.” This, he con-
tinues, will “identify which part, type or aspect of colonialism or imperialism is linked 
to, or can be compared with, which part, type, or aspect of the Holocaust, the Nazi em-
pire and Nazi violence.” 36 Memory, too, is woven into this fabric of notions of time and 
space, and here too complexities abound. As Georgi Verbeeck has shown with respect 
to Germany’s colonial genocide, Germans reflect on their colonial past very differently 
than other former colonial powers do, because Germany had already lost its colonies 
in the wake of World War I, and memories of the colonial space and time are overshad-
owed by the paradigm of coming to terms with the Holocaust and its European and 
midcentury locus. 37 Our probe shows that notions of time, space, and memory thus re-
inforce and mesh with each other, which leads us to explore continuities rather than to 
accept neat categorizations of time and place in this volume.

Kühne’s reminder to not ignore complexity and ambiguity in exploring continuities 
is thus well taken, yet we argue that its complexity and ambiguity often strengthen such 
overlapping fabrics of time, place, and memory. Terrortimes and terrorscapes sometimes 
cloak violence by seemingly relegating it to a bloody but distant past or bloodlands far 
away. However problematic such constructions are, past terrortimes and distant ter-
rorscapes can thus also serve to legitimize a hopefully more peaceful era and space, as 
the Holocaust, for example, serves as a “negative founding myth” for the EU and an 
argument for further European integration, hoping to immunize Europe against fu-
ture violence. 38 If such myths stress a break with a violent past and a reimagination of 
space beyond bloodlands, reference to terrortimes and terrorscapes can also be used to 
incite new violence by stressing continuities of violence. In this reading, the here and 
now is hanging by the threads of long-worn memory fabrics calling for irredentism to 
restore old borders and past greatness. Violence is thus conceived by actors and states 
who imagine often contested and heterogeneous spaces to fit their ideology in order 
to envision an allegedly brighter future after its application. Facilitated by asymmetri-
cal power relations and colonial powers, who as third parties played colonized groups 
off against each other, violence is then both gratuitous in the region and absent among 
those who hope to benefit from its use. These spatial notions are accompanied by ideas 
about the temporal use of violence allegedly becoming obsolete once the utopian vision, 
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for example in its Nazi or Stalinist form, is reality. Even as such utopian visions crum-
ble, echoes of terrortimes and terrorscapes reverberate back to us today, often altered 
or amplified by memory narratives. What emerges is an image of violence that must 
be thought of in thick yet flexible and fragile liaison to the space and time in which it 
is exercised and its overlapping, threaded, and torn relationship to memory. This vol-
ume probes these overlapping fabrics, following their threads and open seams to ex-
plore continuities in how communities understand violence spatially and temporally 
and how they remember the past to fit contemporary needs.

Understanding violence in this overlapping manner adds to scholarship that often 
has compartmentalized its study by wars, nations, theaters, dates, and atrocities. On 
the basis of diverse theories on violence, space, time, and memory, this volume identi-
fies themes of violence that probe established spatial or temporal boundaries while also 
delineating dynamics common to diverse instances of violence in the twentieth cen-
tury. These themes rest on spatial conceptions, states, and actors who envision and en-
force these spaces; the imaginations and emotions with which they mobilize people; 
and the temporal and memory continuities that echo them. Linking themes to the texts 
included in this volume, each theme is then explored through the particular focus cho-
sen by the contributors to this book.

T H E O R I E S O F V I O L E N C E :  
S PAC E , T I M E , A N D M E M O RY

This volume understands violence and nonviolence as situational options of human 
behavior embedded in overlapping temporal, spatial, and memory contexts. 39 Such 
violence-enabling situations have been theorized in a host of different ways, ranging 
from situations that normalize violence, processes of barbarization among perpetra-
tors, and organizations spurring on violence, to affectual interactions driven by ideol-
ogy and propaganda. Their underlying spatial, temporal, and memory connotations 
are what this volume hopes to investigate.

Reflecting on the situational metamorphosis of ordinary men into killers, 
Christopher Browning acquaints us with normal middle-aged policemen from 
Hamburg who became murderers when called upon to kill the Jews of Józefów even 
though they had a credible chance to opt out. 40 Worse still, among those few who re-
fused to participate in their baptism of brutality in Józefów, some later changed their 
minds and accepted the horrific murders they committed as normal in that situation 
and that place. If situations change men in a short period of time, an encounter with 
violence over a longer period will also lead to barbarization of men who otherwise 
show no particular inclination to violence. Observing processes of barbarization of 
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regular Wehrmacht soldiers — draftees with a propensity for or aversion to violence no 
different from those of average Germans — Omer Bartov argues that the war turned 
men “into both highly professional and determined soldiers, brutalized instruments 
of a barbarous policy, and devoted believers in a murderous ideology.” As such, the 
war “made the Wehrmacht into Adolf Hitler’s army, the Germans into Hitler’s peo-
ple.” 41 Enhancing this brutalization, organizations such as the Schutzstaffel (SS), the 
Einsatzgruppen, and the police battalions developed “an organizational culture of bru-
tal attacks” that included torture and humiliation in their murderous task. This orga-
nizational culture strengthened unit cohesion, making skeptics overcome their reluc-
tance and identify with the organization’s goals and creating a comradeship among the 
murderers that caused “direct pleasure.” 42 Such group violence almost always takes on 
institutional forms, if only to condone and legitimize it, but Gewaltmassen (violent 
masses) can also have a more temporal character, for example in pogroms and lynch 
mobs. 43 Group members then derive self-assurance and pleasure from exercising vio-
lence, because membership serves both their professional goals of advancement and 
their personal goals of emotional belonging. 44 Such an attachment to a group can also 
be aroused by emotional investment in a cause. Belonging and fear of the “other,” who 
is often ridiculed and denigrated while also being declared a powerful threat to the en-
tire group, go hand in glove. Belonging and fear thus reinforce ideologies of hate often 
delivered by powerful propaganda.

Even if violence-inducing situations are triggered in very different ways, they are de-
fined by the space in which they emerge. After all, ideology-driven utopian visions of 
space of the Nazi and Soviet persuasions created the “Bloodlands” that Timothy Snyder 
describes. As German soldiers set out to conquer the East, they brought with them ideas 
of geopolitics long harbored by German intellectuals, generals, and politicians. These 
ideas were grounded in the desire to reorder and homogenize the East. 45 With the re-
configuring of space came notions about its inhabitants that ultimately led to genocide 
and mass murder, particularly of Jews and others deemed inferior. Joseph Stalin too had 
ideas about space and people. These ideas were not informed by race but by class and 
power, and they also led to horrific violence in the form of deliberate mass starvation 
and shootings in Ukraine and elsewhere on an unimaginable scale. “The bloodlands 
were where most of Europe’s Jews lived, where Hitler and Stalin’s imperial plans over-
lapped, where the Wehrmacht and the Red Army fought, and where the Soviet NKVD 
and the German SS concentrated their forces.” 46 Borderlands thus are often the place 
of interethnic coexistence or clashing conceptions of space and time and thus are par-
ticularly prone to violence. 47

Ideas of space echo temporal conceptions of how this space was defined in the past 
as well as giving voice to utopian notions of future use. Violence becomes a means to 
redeem past claims to space as well as to realize future conquest. Theorizing temporal 
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continuities of violence, some scholars have observed a decrease in violence due to the 
“civilizing processes” enabled through early modern state formation. In this reading 
“violence disappears, when the conditions that cause it (lust, want, aggression) disap-
pear,” as powerful states tame lust, decrease want, and sanction aggression. 48 Following 
Norbert Elias’s lead, Heinrich Popitz also argues that violence will decrease. Though al-
ways a possible option of human behavior, intrinsically linked to power and thus needed 
for any societal organization, the increase in social and moral norms will help to bind 
the power of violence and channel it into acceptable norms. 49 The latest, and proba-
bly the most widely recognized, contribution to this school of thought comes from the 
American scholar Steven Pinker. Using a quote from Abraham Lincoln’s first inaugural 
address in 1861, Pinker maintains that violence is not an innate condition of mankind 
but environmentally triggered. By training the equally situationally invoked “better an-
gels of our nature,” 50 like empathy, self-control, moral sense, and reason, we can contain 
violence. 51 Past horrors can also have a civilizing character, as states renounce past vio-
lence on moral grounds as well as for strategic and diplomatic gain. Arguably, a nation-
alist backlash to justify and relativize German aggression in World War II would have 
eliminated all hopes for future unification of the two German states, which is why — ex-
cept for the quickly defeated conservative position in the Historikerstreit — there was no 
concerted effort by German conservatives in this direction. 52 If those arguing in support 
of civilizing processes see the formation of the state coupled with an Enlightenment 
“humanitarian revolution” in the eighteenth century or the strategic concerns of states 
as civilizing forces, 53 other scholars point to the state as the very catalyst for violence. 
After all, it was state violence that transformed the “short 20th century” into the “Age 
of Extremes.” 54 The crisis of the state gave way to historical processes that far from ex-
ercising civility resulted in a “century of genocide” in which “ideologies of race and na-
tion, revolutionary regimes with vast utopian ambitions, [and] moments of crisis gen-
erated by war and domestic upheaval” spurred on unprecedented violence. 55 The focus 
on nation-states, ideologies, and revolutions as modern phenomena has also suggested 
a particular connection between violence and modernity. Considering the “rational-
izing, engineering tendency of modernity,” grand social designs of racial and ethnic 
homogeneity become possible, especially if powered by science and enabled by mod-
ern bureaucracy. 56

Spatial and temporal notions of violence are deeply ingrained in communicative and 
cultural memory and thus inform group and cultural identity. 57 Maurice Halbwachs 
points to the social construction of memory in interactions between members of a 
group linked to a specific place. 58 This social embeddedness validates individual expe-
riences and adopts them into or rejects them from a diffuse canon of collective mem-
ory. Interwoven into the canon of collective memory are notions of time and place. 
German collective memory on flight and expulsions, for example, favors memories of 
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German victimization over earlier memories of mass murder and genocide commit-
ted by Germans. 59 By the same token, in accounts of expellees collected by Theodor 
Schieder, a vaguely defined East emerged as the site of German collective martyrdom 
in which the wartime enemies easily morphed into new Cold War enemies. 60 In con-
trast to collective memory’s reliance on social negotiation of memory, cultural memory 
relies on the interpretations of elites in politics and culture, such as politicians, schol-
ars, curators, editors, writers, and so forth. It also differs from collective memory in 
its mediation in texts, rituals, performances, and formalized language. 61 Not even the 
cultural formations representing an event as incomprehensible as the Holocaust have 
“avoided the pitfalls of routine reproduction and effortless consumption.” 62 Yet here 
too space and time are negotiated. Theodor Schieder, the aforementioned collector of 
accounts of expellees, who had previously advised the infamous Gauleiter Erich Koch 
on deportations of Poles and Jews after the German attack on Poland in 1939, carefully 
edited the accounts to highlight German victimization and renew claims to lost terri-
tories in the East. 63

In this reading, violence triggered in a host of different situational contexts also has 
underlying notions of space, time, and memory, which together form a deep fabric of 
interwoven meanings difficult to disentangle.

T H E M E S A N D T E X T S I N T H I S V O LU M E

Based on the conceptual framework linking notions of time, space, and memory, we 
developed nine general themes that help to explain why violence occurred or was stim-
ulated in certain spaces at a given time. On the basis of these themes, which are open to 
further extension, we solicited articles grouped them into four categories. The first sec-
tion explores spatial and temporal continuities with a particular focus on the themes 
“Contested Spaces” and conflicts based on “Space and Ideas of National, Ethnic, or 
Religious Homogeneity.” Fears concerning territorial boundaries and identities are of-
ten stoked by states and actors, which informs the second section around the themes 
“States as Contributors to or Enablers of Violence,” “Asymmetric Power Relations,” 
and “Third-Party Actors and the Question of Genocide.” States and actors also fuel 
imagination and emotions, the focus of the third section, through “Utopian Ideologies 
and Their Limits” and “Emotion, Hope, Fear, and Belonging.” Memory of terrortimes 
sometimes triggers new terrortimes, which is why the fourth and last section is devoted 
to temporal and memory continuities and their impact on violence. This section re-
volves around the themes “Crafting the History of Terrortimes” and “Terrortimes in 
Transnational Perspective.”
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S E C T I O N 1:  S PAT I A L A N D 
T E M P O R A L C O N T I NU I T I E S

This section explores two themes, “Contested Spaces” and “Space and Ideas of National, 
Ethnic, or Religious Homogeneity.” The term contested space can refer to borderlands 
or regions disputed by two countries or different social or religious groups. Bukovina, 
a region divided between Romania and Ukraine, can be taken as an example. Romania, 
as a German ally, invaded the Soviet part of Bukovina in June 1941. In just a few weeks, 
tens of thousands of Jews were killed by Romanian troops in the newly annexed terri-
tory of Bukovina and in Bessarabia and Dorohoi, which were also seized from the Soviet 
Union. In part Romanian forces were joined by the German Einsatzgruppe D of Otto 
Ohlendorf, and in part they were supported by local Romanians and Ukrainians. More 
than 150,000 Jews were deported into the Transnistria Governorate under Romanian 
rule. Thousands died during transport. In September 1943, only around 50,000 had sur-
vived in ghettos and camps. Between October 1941 and March 1942 Romanian troops 
killed most of the Ukrainian Jews in Transnistria. In this case, German and Romanian 
antisemitism joined to form a murderous coalition, but in contested spaces such as 
Bukovina this coalition was particularly heinous, spurred on by Romanian interest 
in laying claim to the region and underlying historical notions of space, ethnicity, and 
religion. 64 Ethnic cleansing and genocide were the consequence. A similar dynamic 
web of entangled notions of space, temporal belonging, and memory of the past can 
also be observed in other contested regions. In Alsace-Lorraine, contested by France 
and Germany for centuries, in the 1920s and 1930s antisemitism was much more pro-
nounced than elsewhere in France. 65 The same goes for Southern France at the border 
with Italy, contested by both countries. This region was the homeland of the extremist 
and anti-Semitic French Militia, which from 1943 on supported German troops against 
insurgents and often ended up being among the approximately 7,500 French who made 
up the French SS-Division Charlemagne. Here too a contested space fostered violent 
behavior, because national belonging after centuries of conflict seemed endangered. 66

In the first chapter, Ursula K. Mindler-Steiner refers to the contested space 
Burgenland, an Austrian region that borders Hungary, Slovakia, and Slovenia. She ex-
amines how the special situation as a contested space and a long history of continuous 
discrimination had a radicalizing effect on the treatment of the minority of the Roma 
who, especially after 1938, were persecuted violently.

The theme “Space and Ideas of National, Ethnic, or Religious Homogeneity” dis-
cusses why certain spaces are contested. Regions with heterogeneous societies and large 
minorities were often ravaged by waves of violence. An example is the Baltic state of 
Lithuania, with its large Jewish, Polish, German, and Ukrainian minorities, which 
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accounted for about 25 percent of the country’s population at the beginning of the war. 
After the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, Lithuanians hoped for inde-
pendence for their country, which had been occupied by the Soviet Union since 1939. 
Therefore, Lithuanian paramilitary troops took advantage of the German invasion of 
their territory. Enabled, encouraged, and enlisted by the Germans, sometimes acting 
on their own, they murdered most Jews living in the countryside in just two months. 
Why did the Jews of the country become a target, and how does this relate to the am-
bition to regain independence? Jews were seen as a pro-communist minority that had 
seemingly supported the earlier Soviet occupation of Lithuania. 67 Ethnic cleansing to 
create homogeneity — that is, fighting an imagined inner enemy to defend the country 
against an external enemy — seemed a way to support the independence of Lithuania. 
Even though ideas of space and time differed greatly — Germany had no plans to grant 
Lithuania independence, and some German officials even considered Lithuania a place 
for German settlement — Lithuanian ideas of ethnic homogeneity coincided with the 
Germans’ murderous plans. Heterogeneity was perceived as a threat to national inde-
pendence and thus personal security and prosperity. To cite another example, the same 
applies to the city of Thessaloniki, which was annexed by Greece in 1912. Greece’s larg-
est Jewish community of around fifty-five thousand people lived in this contested city 
(two-thirds of the total population). Jews had been considered a model minority and 
had been endowed with privileges by the Turkish government before 1912. As a result, 
Greeks saw Jews as pro-Turkish. The result of this perception was unexpected: while 
Jews were mostly able to survive in the Greek mainland, the overwhelming majority of 
the Jewish community of Thessaloniki was deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau and mur-
dered. German murderers were helped by the local Greek population, which played 
an important role in turning over the Jews to the Italian and later German occupi-
ers. The Greek support for the German anti-Semitic measures in this heterogeneous 
town — in stark contrast to Greek behavior elsewhere — can be explained by the wish 
to homogenize the newly annexed city behind the backdrop of a web of historical no-
tions of space and belonging of this region. 68 In Algeria, which was a French départe-
ment until the independence of the country in 1962, antisemitism was also widespread 
among the European settlers and the native Muslim population. Muslims were espe-
cially antagonized because the French had accorded French citizenship to Jews in 1870 
but not to Muslims. In 1932 the pogrom of the city of Constantine caused twenty-five 
deaths among the Jewish population. From October 1940, the Vichy regime deprived 
the Jews of their French citizenship in Northern Africa. More than thirty labor camps 
were opened in Algeria and Morocco, where about fifteen thousand Jews were de-
tained. When the Allies took over the area in November 1942, nothing changed ini-
tially. The labor camps were not closed before April 1943, and French anti-Jewish legis-
lation remained in force until March 14, 1943. 69 As these examples show, heterogeneity 
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was perceived as a threat in many regions. In periods of crisis or veritable terrortimes, 
violence stoked by states and actors erupted to restore false notions of homogeneity in 
places that had for a long time been marked by ethnic and religious diversity.

In the second chapter, Anna Cichopek-Gajraj discusses the treatment of surviving 
German and Polish Jews in the newly “recovered territories” in western Poland after 
liberation. She shows that the “foreign” German Jews were often deprived of their citi-
zenship rights, even though they were as much victims of National Socialism as Polish 
Jews were, whereas Polish Jews were more often considered as nationals with — at least 
in public declarations — equal rights. This stands in contrast to the officially proclaimed 
policy of homogenization or Polonization, which rested on two different sets of cri-
teria: ethnolinguistic aspects that had intellectual precursors long before the war and 
newer ideas on behavior during the war. The fact that their Jewishness was not a safe-
guard against new discrimination suggests that deeply ingrained continuities of racial, 
ethnic, and religious belonging in the Polish nation were inserted into the newly “re-
covered territories.”

S E C T I O N 2:  S TAT E S A N D AC TO R S

The next three themes presented in this volume can be summarized by the idea that ac-
tions of states, groups, or individuals can foster violence and genocide. Beginning with 
a focus on states, the first theme considers “States as Contributors to or Enablers of 
Violence.” Terrorscapes may be a result of the state abusing its monopoly on the legit-
imate use of physical force by imposing state terror; Stalin’s Great Terror in the 1930s 
is a prime example. Violence was a way to consolidate Stalin’s power, and the state was 
the agent to exercise this violence. 70 Measures conceived earlier, such as the collectiv-
ization of the agricultural sector, which led to the subsequent famine of 1932 – 33, were 
therefore accelerated and maintained despite the horrific results. Although famine im-
pacted various parts of the Soviet Union, it is no surprise that particular vengeance was 
enacted against perceived threats to Stalin’s rule. 71 Kulaks especially were seen not only 
as class enemies but also as bearers of Ukrainian nationalism. 72 Yet Stalin also feared 
that widespread discontent would lead to an uprising or other forms of opposition even 
within the party. Therefore, the Communist Party was purged of “suspicious charac-
ters” who were deemed dangerous less to the cause than to Stalin himself. In these in-
stances, Stalin was the instigator of violence and the state his willing tool.

Bart Luttikhuis’s contribution to this volume shows that a democratic state like the 
Netherlands could also act to ignite violence and later suppress information about its 
own agency. Shaken by years of brutal German occupation during World War II and 
forgetful of its own divisive history of resistance and collaboration, the Netherlands set 
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out to reestablish its colonial empire and brutally suppress independence movements 
after 1945. Against the backdrop of a country simultaneously rebuilding its own rav-
aged cities and continuing centuries of colonial rule, Luttikhuis’s article focuses on the 
Dutch military campaigns in the Indonesian cities of Jambi and Rengat in 1948 – 49. 
The mission, carried out by troops of Dutch and Javanese origin, was to reinforce Dutch 
control over the region shaken by the Japanese occupation during World War II and 
Indonesian independence movements. Luttikhuis shows that even in cases when atroci-
ties committed by the Dutch troops were discussed in public, the state that had ordered 
the campaigns refused to thoroughly investigate well-documented complaints from lo-
cal residents of these cities. Furthermore, the state took measures to protect Dutch sol-
diers of European origin more than troops of Javanese origin, who on the basis of old 
stereotypes were seen as less disciplined. In doing so, the newly recreated Dutch state 
operated through a web of entangled expectations and stereotypes that fostered vio-
lence when challenged by a newly emboldened independence movement. The Dutch 
state also tried to shape the memory of this event while catering to much older discrim-
inatory expectations that had long repercussions in Dutch historiography.

The next theme identifies “Asymmetric Power Relations” as another force that facil-
itates violence. Power relations are a crucial factor influencing the practice of violence 
against vulnerable individuals or groups. Such individuals, groups, or states then re-
sort to asymmetric forms of violence as a means to fight more powerful adversaries, for 
example by using guerrilla tactics. During World War II, partisan movements fighting 
German occupation existed in most countries. Yet even if postwar memory presented 
a picture of a mass movement, actual numbers for France, for instance, show a partici-
pation of around 2 percent of the population. 73 In order to fight the German or other 
Axis troops, resistance fighters resorted to violence not only against occupiers but also 
against collaborators in order to balance their small numbers. German troops reacted 
brutally everywhere; in the East they often even linked genocidal action with fight-
ing partisans. In France the struggle between the Maquisards and the extremist French 
Militia, which carried out acts of vengeance against each other, including killing many 
innocent civilians, brought the country to the brink of civil war in 1944. 74 Real or imag-
ined asymmetric power relations were a contributing factor to terrorscapes.

In the fourth chapter, Michael Mayer discusses insurgencies in British- and 
Russian-dominated territories in Afghanistan, India, and Persia during World War I, 
where local groups fought the powerful foreign troops occupying their countries. These 
insurgencies were partly supported and sometimes incited by German intelligence offi-
cers, who also found themselves in an asymmetric power relation to the British and the 
Russians in territories far away from German power bases. Mayer argues that the com-
mon aim of locals and Germans was to create a terrorscape to influence the behavior of 
the ruling power. Local groups as well as Germans tried to offset their weak position 
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by using violence, triggering a violent reaction from British and Russian forces, which 
feared a general uprising in the area that had to be prevented at all costs in a situation 
of global war. Although this policy did not prove very successful in the first place, the 
long-term effects considerably changed the power structure between colonial subjects 
and colonial powers, influencing their paths to independence.

The last theme in this section focuses on “Third-Party Actors and the Question of 
Genocide.” A third-party actor could be a state, a colonial power, or a group interven-
ing in a region and influencing the scale of violence. The British colonial empire, with 
its policy of indirect rule, used and abused local conflicts and thus became a third-party 
actor. The British were mostly in control of the scale of violence through the use of 
powerful weapons like machine guns. Whenever local conflicts escalated in a way that 
did not support the interests of London, British units could impose their will because 
they were commanding the ultimate forms of violence. The British poet Hilaire Belloc 
1898 put it this way: “Whatever happens we have got / The Maxim gun, and they have 
not.” 75 Other colonial powers acted similarly. The classic example of a third-party state 
actor is Germany trying to exploit the conflicts that great powers like France, Russia, 
or the United Kingdom had with ethnic and religious groups under their dominion. 
For instance, the independence of Ukraine in 1918 was a way to enlarge German influ-
ence in Eastern Europe and restrict Russian/Soviet influence in the region. On March 
3, 1918, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk between Germany and Russia was signed, granting 
Ukraine independence, which was supported by German soldiers who had pushed the 
Bolsheviks out of Kiev on March 1, 1918. 76 Something similar happened in Georgia, 
which became independent of the Russian empire on 26 May 1918. German troops in 
Tiflis protected this independence against the Russian and Turkish appetite to take over 
power in Georgia because Germany was longing for influence over the Caucasian oil 
fields at the same time. Both experiments in which local leaders tried to use Germany as 
a third-party actor to gain independence from the power that had dominated the region 
failed when the German army had to retreat after signing the armistice of November 
11, 1918. 77 During World War II, Ukraine and Georgia again hoped for independence 
through German arms, which speaks to continuities in how these countries imagined 
space and actors in the region. All in all, the German third-party actor, as well as lo-
cal leaders, resorted to violence as a means to gain influence and met a violent reaction 
from the powers they sought to depose.

In the fifth chapter, Jason Bruner examines settler colonialism and the question of 
genocide. He asks why mass exterminations of native people in Africa carried out by 
colonial powers are not considered “genocide” or “cultural genocide,” whereas these 
terms are frequently applied to similar developments in Australia and America. Settlers 
and missionaries, as third-party actors accompanying European imperialism, were cer-
tainly complicit in genocidal acts, but their presence was not a necessary condition for 
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the occurrence of genocide in European colonies in Africa. Examining “new genocide 
history,” which explores the many personal, intellectual, and structural links between 
genocide and imperialism under the term settler colonialism, Bruner argues that such 
histories emphasize outcomes and long-term effects rather than intent to systematically 
eliminate people and culture. According to Bruner, this paradigm shift is problematic 
in two ways. First, mass violence occurred both in places with settlers present and in 
places where few settlers were present. Second, the focus on outcomes makes genocide 
a frequent and common occurrence in human history across temporal and spatial lines, 
which may diminish the usefulness of the term genocide.

Violence employed by states and actors is always informed by underlying notions of 
gender and thus results in particular violence levied against women. Gendered violence 
is often fostered by images of masculinity that are linked to violence. Social norms con-
structing masculinity equate it with power and dominance, whereas femininity is seen 
as synonymous with weakness but also with “purity,” which supposedly has to be pro-
tected by men. On the other hand, sexual violence against other men, which is less fre-
quent, is a way to demasculinize men and to feminize them. As a result, violence in ter-
rorscapes and terrortimes is often gendered and overcomes social norms of masculinity 
and femininity to contribute to violent behavior. The volume does not include a con-
tribution specifically on the theme of gendered violence, but the theme does emerge in 
a variety of contributions, especially the article by Rachel Fuchs in section 3.

S E C T I O N 3:  I M AG I NAT I O N A N D E M OT I O N S

The previous sections focused on continuities of spatial conceptions and the influence 
of states and actors in igniting violence. This section pairs research on ideology and af-
fect with concepts of violence. The first theme covered here is “Utopian Ideologies and 
Their Limits.” Ideological imprinting conceived by states and actors serves as a justifica-
tion to subdue society to its harsh logic and also as a “justifying” factor that helps per-
petrators frame their deeds and exculpate themselves. Perceptions of cultural and ra-
cial superiority coupled with ideas on space, for example, played an extraordinary role 
for European colonial powers and helped to legitimize the use of violence against na-
tive people. The presence of native people was then often ignored in allegedly empty 
spaces. Their land was seen as ripe for reordering, since native people allegedly did not 
use it, an idea pertinent to American history almost from the beginning of the European 
presence in North America. 78 The German war against the Soviet Union also had sim-
ilar ideological underpinnings of space, and it entailed enslavement and annihilation 
of those conquered. 79 From the start it was decided that the Hague Convention would 
not be applied to Soviet prisoners of war because of a perceived “slave brutality” and 
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“inferiority,” leading to the murder of millions of Soviet prisoners of war. 80 Ideology also 
informed the “collective punishment” of Soviet civilians in reprisal for real or imagined 
partisan attacks in accordance with the criminal Kriegsgerichtsbarkeiterlass im Ostheer 
of 1941. 81 Jews in particular were almost by default considered partisans and thus likely 
targets of violent reprisals. Ideology in the form of anti-communism and antisemitism 
was the most powerful tool used to incite German and other Axis soldiers in the war 
against the Soviet Union. On a pan-European scale this ideological tool also worked 
to mobilize the half a million soldiers from various European countries — sometimes 
following direct or indirect pressure — to join the Belgian, Danish, Dutch, French, and 
other SS divisions. 82

In the sixth chapter, Rachel G. Fuchs reminds us, however, of the limits of ideolog-
ical indoctrination. Her contribution focuses on the question of the extent to which 
the shift from the French Third Republic to the authoritarian Vichy Regime in 1940 
influenced private relationships, especially when it came to paternity suits. Fuchs cau-
tions against attributing too much influence on ideology, pointing out that for those 
not directly impacted by persecution and war, it had a marginal influence on their pri-
vate lives. Even terrortimes such as the German occupation of France during World War 
II, which clearly fostered collaboration and complicity among people and bureaucra-
cies under the banner of anti-Semitic ideologies in some areas, left others unharmed. 
This speaks to the presence of an entangled web of ideas, laws, and perceptions from 
the previous Third Republic, from Vichy, and from the German occupiers, which all 
informed the lives of French women and men in highly varied ways. The harsh ideol-
ogies of race and gender imagined by Vichy and Nazi Germany thus found limits not 
only in private lives.

This section’s second theme considers “Emotion, Hope, Fear, and Belonging.” As 
the previous sections rested on situational aspects of violence seen through the lenses 
of space and actors, this part focuses on emotions fostering or inhibiting violent be-
havior. Spatial imagination, or the return to alleged better times, often functions as an 
emotional “projection screen” for people’s desires and hopes. 83 For colonial powers just 
as on the American frontier, the space to be occupied was considered a space to be civ-
ilized. Settlers’ gratuitous violence was often the result of the rejection of this civiliz-
ing mission by native people. 84 Frontier paranoia, for example, informed American re-
sponses to the Ghost Dance Movement, which not only resulted in large deployments 
of the US Army on reservations, but also led to the infamous massacre at Wounded 
Knee in 1890. 85 Not only Native people rejected colonialism; nature itself was intimi-
dating to settlers. Colonial settlers coming to foreign lands who perished due to differ-
ent climate conditions felt weakened and degraded by the space but also when compar-
ing themselves to the Native population. Violence was a means for enfeebled Europeans 
to impose their will on seemingly resistant people and nature as well as to force a quick 
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construction of the envisioned civilized world that would allow them to survive and ex-
ploit it. If the envisioned civilized world provided the ideological underpinnings, one 
of the underlying emotions of such violence was fear.

Benjamin Beresford’s chapter covers Soviet wartime jazz and emotional mobiliza-
tion. His work examines how propaganda and popular culture meshed in terrortimes 
for the emotional mobilization of soldiers and the public at large. Jazz often reiter-
ated the prescribed propaganda formulas of sacrifice, heroism, and Russian national-
ism that overshadowed Soviet sentiment both in public opinion and propaganda. Yet 
as Beresford shows, jazz also operated in an entangled web of meanings that permit-
ted it to highlight Allied contributions to the war effort, and by virtue of its American 
origins, also Western culture, when propaganda was less keen to mention the Allies. 
Furthermore, jazz songs sometimes depicted Soviet soldiers mourning regions lost to 
the Wehrmacht, which stands in stark contrast to the official image of stoic soldiers 
and the regime’s reluctance to mention its own defeats. Particularly in a song about 
Crimea, Beresford uncovered evidence for Soviet transnationalism, which made Odessa 
a stand-in for other lost hometowns, be they Russian or Soviet. Finally, jazz also acted 
as a projection screen for Soviet hopes for a better life without violence after the war. 
As such, jazz was both a propaganda tool and an expression of popular culture, whose 
emotional power stemmed from its ability to mobilize masses through at times match-
ing and surprising messages.

S E C T I O N 4:  M E M O RY C O N T I NU I T I E S

Terrortimes are distinct from more peaceful periods, and memory reflects that. World 
War I, for example, is widely considered an important catalyst for violence. During 
this war, the majority of the male population in several countries — and many women 
as well — experienced large-scale violence that radicalized individual and collective ac-
tors. Atrocities committed, for instance during the Russian Civil War, were informed 
not only by the brutality of this conflict, but also by yearlong fighting, dying, and suf-
fering in World War I. The Age of Catastrophe, 86 or, as we would call it, the Age of 
Violence, was a result of a process of mutual radicalization. 87 World War I was there-
fore followed by violent action; not only the particular terrorscapes of Eastern Europe 
but also Western countries like Britain, France, and the United States experienced vi-
olent postwar internal conflicts. Even when terrortimes changed into peacetimes, the 
hidden potential of violence reemerged, spurred on by national, political, economic, or 
social crises. The world economic crisis in 1929 therefore led to a radicalization of the 
political quarrel, especially in Germany, where Communists and National Socialists en-
gaged in street battles. 88 Yet this phenomenon was not reserved to Germany alone; the 
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protests of right-wing extremists in Paris on February 6, 1934, caused more than thirty 
deaths and two thousand other casualties, the most violent demonstrations in France 
since 1891. 89 Violent outbursts in the interwar period had much to do with the mem-
ory of terrortimes and terrorscapes.

“Crafting the History of Terrortimes” is the focus of the first two chapters in this 
section. Yan Mann’s contribution explores how the cult of the Great Patriotic War was 
crafted already during the war around topoi such as sacrifice and heroism. So power-
ful was this narrative that it created a bond between state and society that could not 
be easily altered after the war. As Yan Mann shows, Stalin tried to reinsert himself into 
the story after World War II war, but in the 1950s after his death, through destaliniza-
tion Nikita Khrushchev worked to limit the leader’s influence and return to the famil-
iar story of sacrifice and heroism. Even under Leonid Brezhnev in the 1960s and 1970s 
no attempt was made to alter this narrative, though efforts increased to pass it down 
to the younger generation not impacted by the war and its legacy. Such efforts only in-
creased under Vladimir Putin in the twenty-first century, when the war morphed into 
a mythic event to showcase much-needed national unity, while the central tenets of the 
narrative changed little. Memory manufactured during the war held up with remark-
able stability despite the upheaval of Soviet and Russian transitions.

Also under the theme “Crafting the History of Terrortimes,” Volker Benkert explores 
German memory of World War II at a crucial point at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury, when discourses on ordinary Germans as victims and Germans as co-perpetrators 
clashed with new intensity. Though both discourses have been continuously in exis-
tence since 1945, the renewed confrontation of these two discourses around the year 
2000 and the inability to link them in meaningful ways without apologia has led to 
a situation in which Germans seem to oscillate ever more rapidly between them. As 
Benkert shows by looking at more recent films on World War II, the quick succession 
of memory acts on Germans as victims and Germans as perpetrators established at the 
turn of the century led to a sincere attempt to portray ordinary Germans as complicit 
in the regime’s crimes. In order to make the participation of these films’ German pro-
tagonists acceptable to contemporary German audiences, their complicity is cushioned 
by the same apologetic narratives previously established.

If the preceding theme explored memory constructions on national levels, the 
last theme discussed in this volume revolves around the memory of “Terrortimes in 
Transnational Perspective.” The central tenet of this section is that national memory 
does not evolve in isolation from other national narratives. For example, by found-
ing and funding the European House of History in Brussels, the European Union has 
been active in creating a European identity based on the shared traumas of the twen-
tieth century, particularly the Holocaust. Caner Tekin and Stefan Berger show that 
the “European Union has invested heavily in putting the Holocaust at the center of 
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its historical self-understanding and in influencing national understanding of the 
Holocaust in diverse European nation states.” The European Union’s attempt to cre-
ate a transnational memory of World War II and the Holocaust has been exposed as 
self-serving in order to legitimize the larger project of European unification. Yet as 
Caner and Berger argue, it also often clashes with differences in the perception of the 
Holocaust in different member states, where the memory of the Holocaust often com-
petes with the memory of the socialist dictatorships in Eastern Europe. 90

Ilse Raaijmakers explores in the tenth chapter the extent to which Dutch memory of 
war and Holocaust was influenced by European memory narratives in the mid-1990s. 
She understands references to Europe in Dutch liberation commemorations — how-
ever constructed and future oriented they were  — as an attempted correction to na-
tional myths that had ignored the complicity of some parts of Dutch society with 
the German occupiers in World War II. While acknowledging the transnational ref-
erences to Europe as important memory interventions, Raaijmakers also shows that 
Dutch memory, not unlike that of many other states, is still largely informed by a na-
tional narrative.

Georgi Verbeeck closes out the themed sections with an exploration on the role of 
the Holocaust as a European identity marker. He argues that the Holocaust has the sta-
tus of an indisputable moral reference point, which lends itself to politicization while 
requiring other horrors to be similar to the Holocaust in order to be recognized. Other 
unintended consequences might be that the ubiquity of the Holocaust could desensi-
tize and saturate audiences. Verbeeck also alerts readers to a new competition between 
the memory of Nazi and Communist crimes that divides the continent and challenges 
the Holocaust as an identity-shaping narrative for the European Union. The Holocaust, 
though surely a transnational moral reference point, remains imbued with different 
meanings across Europe.
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C O N T E S T E D S PAC E S
Criminalization of Marginalized Communities 

in Former Habsburg Lands in the First 
Half of the Twentieth Centur y : The Case 

Study of Austrian Zigeuner  (“Gypsies”)

Ursula K. Mindler-Steiner

T
oday, “the Roma people are Europe’s largest ethnic minority.” 1 
Yet for a long time their fate had been underrepresented in twentieth-century 
commemorative culture and research on the persecution of minorities. This is 

also due to the fact that up to this day, Zigeuner (“gypsies”) have often been regarded 
as “criminals.” Among the most influential people laying the foundation for this “sci-
entifically verified” perception was Austrian criminologist Hans Gross (1847 – 1915), 
who described the “gypsy” “type of criminal” at the end of the nineteenth century as 
follows: “The gypsy is simply overall different from any ‘Kulturmensch’ [civilized man], 
he himself is of the most brute and most degenerated nature and everything you have 
learned and practiced when communicating with many other people, is useless when 
you have dealings with gypsies.” 2 Gross was professor at the University of Graz, and 
for a long time his publications set the international standard and even served as police 
manuals. 3 His continued use of the “criminal gypsy” stereotype was received interna-
tionally and became one of the preconditions for the claim for crime prevention mea-
sures against “gypsies.”

In the history of the Roma people, terrortimes usually refers to the Roma geno-
cide (Samudaripen) under National Socialism. But there is a temporal continuity dis-
cernible, a continuity of stereotypization and discrimination, throughout time. By 
including new source material, this chapter contributes to the argument that the 
history of discrimination and persecution of Austrian “gypsies” cannot be reduced 
to the era of National Socialism but goes back hundreds of years. Nevertheless, the 
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National Socialists persecuted “gypsies” in thitherto unknown radical ways, culminat-
ing in genocide. As I argue, the criminalization of “gypsies” occurred on different lev-
els — juridical-legal-administrative, social, and ideological-racist — linked by a com-
mon acceptance that “gypsies” were “different” and that their absence (by means of 
deportation or annihilation) would not do harm to society or the economy. National 
Socialist “gypsy politics” can only be analyzed in context with the preceding develop-
ments. This chapter provides an overview of the complexity of the mechanisms and 
structure that allowed for the discriminations and persecutions in Austria-Hungary 
and later National Socialist Austria. Since at the time of National Socialism, most of the 
Austrian “gypsies” were living in the eastern part of the country, focus is laid on the area 
of Eastern Austria and Western Hungary (today the Austrian provinces of Burgenland 
and Styria). The chapter is based on a thorough study of primary sources, 4 as well as on 
scholarly works. 5 Besides, special attention has to be paid to sources made accessible or 
created within the last few years, such as the recently rediscovered early testimonials 
of Austrian Roma and Romnia, 6 or to oral history, 7 which are included in this chapter.

S O M E N OT E S O N T H E T E R M I N O L O GY US E D

Before going into detail, it is important to clarify terms used in this chapter. Much has 
been published on the problematic use of “gypsy.” End, Herold, and Robel, for instance, 
emphasize the omnipresence of the imagination of “the gypsy” and demonstrate that 
the term refers to a projective picture produced in the hegemonial discourse, which is 
itself dominated by non-Romani people. 8 To this day, the question of concepts and ter-
minology is highly controversial, not only in regard to the autonym used by the eth-
nic group itself but in particular when talking about the exonym. The scientific com-
munity has undertaken various attempts to discuss nonstigmatizing umbrella terms. 
In German and Hungarian, as in many other European languages, the terms Zigeuner 
and cigány not only implicate a fuzzy concept ranging between social and ethnic defi-
nitions but also have a pejorative connotation. Thus, German academics usually apply 
the autonym “Sinti and Roma,” which has some shortcomings. First, according to lin-
guistic theory, Sinti are only a subgroup of the larger Roma. 9 Second, Sinti and Roma 
are both victim groups, but the term does not encompass other ethnic subgroups per-
secuted as “gypsies,” such as Lovara, Kale, and Manouche. According to Rombase, “to-
day, Roma living in various lands around the world use different ‘autonyma’ for their 
societies (Sinti, Kale, Manouche, etc.)” but “all acknowledge a common origin and ba-
sic identity with Roma.” 10 However, the use of the term Roma would be anachronistic 
in the context of historical research because the sources use an expansive definition of 
“gypsies,” and it would disguise the heterogeneity of the group of people discriminated 
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against as “gypsies.” In the absence of objective criteria, depending on the context and 
on the subjective assessment of officials, Zigeuner comprised different meanings, thus 
deliberately addressing one or another group. 11 Sometimes it referred to a racist or eth-
nic ascription, sometimes to “vagrancy” in general, and at other times to “antisocial be-
havior.” 12As Freund noted, “State and local authorities almost never made distinctions 
between beggars, vagabonds, and Gypsies.” 13 The term was applied notwithstanding the 
individual’s self-perceptions and thus also affected people who did not regard them-
selves as gypsies. 14 Benedik pointed out that “these people . . . were not persecuted as 
Rom or Romni but as ‘Zigeuner’ or ‘Zigeunerin’ and these concepts are by no means 
synonymous or even arbitrarily exchangeable.” 15 To sum it up, the term Zigeuner or 
“gypsy” was and still is a discriminatory and stigmatizing exonym and thus is rejected 
by most of the Romani people. However, because this term is found in the sources this 
chapter is based on, it is used throughout, although in quotation marks and with some 
reservations, too.

D I S C R I M I NAT I O N AG A I N S T 
“GY P S I E S” B E F O R E M A RC H 1938

An analysis of the criminalization of “gypsies” shows that this took place on various lev-
els. 16 The juridical-legal-administrative level refers to questions of government and the 
creation, implementation, and enforcement of law. This includes, for instance “measures 
to combat the gypsy nuisance” (Maßnahmen zur Bekämpfung des Zigeunerunwesens), 17 
decreed in 1888 by the minister of the interior of the Austrian half of the monarchy 
(Cisleithania) or regulations on poor relief and right of residence (Heimatrecht), 18 
which became a predominant part of the “gypsy discourse” as of the second half of the 
nineteenth century. 19 The ideological-racist level comprises different ideas of the treat-
ment of “gypsies,” from enlightened absolutism, the First Republic, and the Austrian 
corporate state to National Socialism and the racist persecution of “gypsies.” 20 Finally, 
on a social level of discrimination, focus is laid on the social position of “gypsies” in so-
ciety, as discussed in the following.

In March 1938, at the time of the so-called Anschluss, which incorporated Austria 
into National Socialist Germany, most of the Austrian “gypsies” lived in the province 
of Burgenland, former Western Hungary. According to estimates, about nine thousand 
of eleven thousand Austrian “gypsies” lived there. 21 Within this province, most, and the 
largest, “gypsy settlements” (Zigeunersiedlungen) were documented in the district of 
Oberwart. 22 In contrast to other parts of Austria and Europe, “gypsies” had been perma-
nently settling in this district since the seventeenth century, which is considered quite an 
exceptional development. 23 Although resident, they kept on “traveling” in the greater area, 
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as did many other non-“gypsies” as well. Therefore, this practice must be seen in the context 
of a generally high internal migration at that time but also in relation to their specific oc-
cupations. 24 Quite for the benefit of the countrified people, they carried out some of their 
trades in their workshops and/or peddling; for example, they produced baskets, chairs, 
brushes, and brooms; worked as polishers/grinders and musicians; or fixed umbrellas. 25 
Even before the economic crisis, poverty was widespread, and many of the non-“gypsy” 
peasants also lived on the bread line. Furthermore, the Austrian Historical Commission 
has documented that contrary to popular prejudice that all “gypsies” would be a burden on 
the taxpayers, some “gypsies” even owned real estate, bank accounts, and so forth, which 
became of note in the National Socialist era, when expropriations took place. 26

The relationship of the “gypsy” with the non-“gypsy” population can be characterized 
as ambivalent. On the one hand, “gypsies” were exposed to many stereotypes due to their 
ascribed “otherness,” were verbally harassed, 27 and were exposed to racist coverage by the 
local media, which often stoked certain fears and presented them as frauds and thieves. 28 
In general they lived on the margins of society, which was also visible in the segregation 
of settlement, since their settlements were often on the outskirts of the villages. 29 On the 
other hand, they were popular musicians and thus contributed as “gypsy bands” to vil-
lage festivals and customs, and their participation was not only welcomed but taken for 
granted. 30 In addition, among Catholics it was a common practice for non-“gypsies” to 
agree to be godparents or sponsors to “gypsy” children. 31 In fact, “gypsies” were part of 
the rural community, even though social interaction alleged a dichotomy between the 
community members and the “gypsies.” These boundaries were context-specific as well 
as fluent, as Wilhelm Horvath recounts: “You know, the non-Roma have also made an 
exception. We were, so to say, respected ‘gypsies’ because we were musicians.” 32 Not only 
was the acceptance of the entire group changeable — celebrated as musicians, but sus-
pected as criminals — but belonging to the group of “gypsies” was open to negotiation. 
Before, during, and after National Socialism markers of “gypsyness” varied in visibility; 
for example, a blond person might not be regarded as a “gypsy” because he or she did 
not conform to the traditional image of the darkhaired “gypsy.” 33 A marker could also 
be a certain address; a person who would not live in the gypsy settlement was thus not 
immediately classifiable as “gypsy” via his or her address. 34 In terms of belonging, some-
one would simply not consider himself or herself to be a “gypsy.” 35

Since the nineteenth century, the question of “gypsy” identity — although in terms 
of identity authentication — had occupied the minds of cis- and transleithanian au-
thorities too. The registration of “gypsies” was widely discussed and in parts imple-
mented by the means of “gypsy conscriptions,” photography, and fingerprint identifica-
tion. 36 However, in their interpellation in the House of Representatives of the Austrian 
Imperial Council, German-national deputies pointed out that photography would 
not be a reliable method. As early as 1908 they demanded that “every gypsy picked up 
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should be marked in a way that he is recognizable any time. For example, he could re-
ceive a figure tat[t]ooed on his right forearm, and the name, which the gypsy has given 
himself, should be added. . . . In this case, the particular district court, similar to auto-
mobiles, . . . could receive the figures, which it would then ordain to be tattooed.” 37 In 
1933, the local newspaper in Oberwart reported that the Hungarian district of Abaúj 
was thinking about tattooing “gypsies” in order to verify their identity. 38 As can be seen, 
the idea of identification of inmates with identification numbers tattooed on the left 
forearm, with a specific symbol or name added (e.g., “Z” for “gypsy”), was by no means 
a National Socialist invention at Auschwitz but can be traced back to the turn of the 
century. The economic crisis and the crisis of the social welfare system reinforced the 
image of the “criminal gypsy,” which was sustained by the media. The discussion of the 
“gypsy menace” was hallmarked by suggestions to “solve” the “Gypsy Question,” com-
prising the deprivation of civil rights, the establishment of segregated schools, a note on 
“race” in the passports of “gypsies,” compulsory registration and deregistration at police 
stations, deportation to their communities of origin, confiscation of their carriages and 
horses to provide security for cost recovery (for deportations), commitment to a pen-
itentiary or an institution for forced labor, and other provisions. 39 Again, these mea-
sures were often picked up ideas from older (canceled) edicts or from legal regulations 
that were effective in other countries. 40 However, Austria soon had to realize that most 
of them could not be implemented for legal reasons; 41 the constitution, the League of 
Nations, and the Treaty of St. Germain made this impossible. 42 Only the idea of segre-
gated schools was put into practice, when “gypsy” schools (Zigeunerschulen) were es-
tablished in Burgenland, for example in the village of Stegersbach. 43

Throughout the 1920s, the public discussion was less affected by racial questions 
than by considerations of security policy. When after World War I the former German 
Western Hungary became the Austrian province of Burgenland, the police started to 
collect extensive data on “gypsies” as of 1924, and a “gypsy card file” (Zigeunerkartothek) 
was created, which contained photographs, data, and fingerprints of about eight thou-
sand gypsies. 44 When the National Socialists seized power in Burgenland, they were able 
to access the file, which became a basic source for the “efficient persecution of the gyp-
sies” in this area. 45 In 1931, an Austrian newsreel company shot a documentary that shows 
this “gypsy” card file. 46 The card file vanished into thin air, and this footage remains 
the only evidence of it. Unfortunately, little is known about the International Central 
Agency to Combat the Gypsy Nuisance (Internationale Zentralstelle zur Bekämpfung 
des Zigeunerunwesens), established in Vienna in 1936, but the name refers to the in-
ternational (at least European) dimension of the “problem” discussed. 47 In any case, 
measures taken on a local or regional level seem to have been of greater importance 
than the establishment of international agencies. An example is the “gypsy conference” 
(Zigeunerkonferenz) held in Oberwart in 1933, at which participants — local politicians 
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and “gypsy experts” — even suggested to deport “gypsies” to overseas countries or to ster-
ilize them. 48 However, the problem remained that there was no common definition and 
that “it was left up to the local authorities to determine who was or was not a Gypsy.” 49 
In the 1930s the security-political discussions became increasingly racist, although still 
without legal consequences. This was to be changed after the Anschluss. As Freund has 
demonstrated, the interwar identification and registration of “gypsies” was of vital im-
portance to their deportation and annihilation during National Socialism. 50

NAT I O NA L S O C I A L I S T P E R S E C U T I O N 
A F T E R M A RC H 1938

The Anschluss in March 1938 also had a severe impact on the situation of Austrians la-
beled as “gypsies.” On the one hand, discriminatory measures were taken on a superre-
gional level: “gypsies” were deprived of the right to vote in the 10 April 1938 plebiscite, 
and in May 1938, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler (1900 – 1945), chief of the German 
Police, ordered the registration of all Austrian “gypsies.” Under reference to Himmler’s 
decree on “crime prevention” (Erlass über die vorbeugende Verbrechensbekämpfung), 
from March to June 1938 more than two hundred Burgenland “gypsies” considered 
able to work were arrested and sent to camps. 51 On the other hand, local and regional 
National Socialists were also very active. National Socialist Gauleiter and governor of 
the Burgenland, Tobias Portschy (1905 – 96), 52 not only implemented the instructions 
he received but also refined them. 53 He acted on the “proposals for solutions” that had 
been discussed in earlier decades and presented these ideas in a radicalized way in his 
racist memorandum, “The Gypsy Question” (Die Zigeunerfrage), in which he preached 
a “final solution of the gypsy question”: “Only by an effective diminuation [sic] of their 
reproduction [i.e., sterilization], by a compulsory detention in labor camps [i.e., forced 
labor] and by enabling their mandatory migration to a foreign country [i.e., deporta-
tion] we will be able to free ourselves from the gypsy plague. . . . This kind of solution . . . 
is the National Socialist solution and thus the only true solution.” 54 In 1988, Portschy de-
fended his memorandum by referring to the fact that he had only compiled ideas based 
on speeches of democratic politicians and that he had been supported by officials who 
had collected the material. 55 Even though Portschy had not been the spin doctor of all 
discriminatory measures, this does not release him from his responsibility in general 
and for the steps he took to radicalize the anti-“gypsy” policy at that time. As early as 
1983 Erika Thurner pointed out: “The radical suggestions . . . by Portschy and others 
largely agreed with the persecution program of the Nazis, or, rather, they preceded and 
influenced it.” 56 The contribution of Austrian authorities to the cumulative radicaliza-
tion of Nazi policy must not be underestimated. 57
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In 1938, Portschy legalized a whole slew of discriminations specifically targeted at 
“gypsies,” such as the prohibition against performing music, which deprived them of 
legal means of existence. In fact, years before the Anschluss he had admonished his fol-
lowers not to employ “gypsies” as musicians in order to exclude them from society and 
expel them from a field where they had been generally accepted. 58 It can be asserted that 
the discussion — which had so far been conducted in the realms of politics and society 
as well as in a legal and media framework, hallmarked by arguments of security pol-
icy and crime prevention — was now augmented by an ideological-racist component. 
The already existing proposals for solutions were seized upon and gradually imple-
mented under the overarching legitimation of race theory. As the Austrian Historical 
Commission has shown, it took months or even years to absorb and implement some 
of the Burgenland regulations in other parts of National Socialist Germany. Portschy’s 
prohibition of school attendance for “gypsy” children, decreed in September 1938, 59 
was implemented in other districts at the beginning of the school year 1939 – 40 and 
in the entire German Reich only in March 1941. 60 In the long run this meant that af-
ter 1945, the majority of survivors were illiterate. Portschy’s order sending “gypsies to 
roadworks” (Zigeuner zur Straßenarbeit) was based on pre – National Socialist ideas 
and became effective in August 1938. 61 It basically decreed that all male “gypsies” able 
to work would be exploited in forced labor. Separated from other workers, they had to 
work under survey of guards (see figures 1.1 – 1.4). From their small wages, social ser-
vice expenses were subtracted, and some money was automatically transferred to their 
communities of origin. 62 This “Burgenland model of forced labor for gypsies,” 63 which 
was introduced even before special “gypsy” labor camps were established, was later ad-
opted in other districts too.

In October 1938, the Burgenland was split and became part of Gau Lower Danube 
(Niederdonau) and Gau Styria (Steiermark), and Southern Burgenland became 
Styrian. This meant that now the debate about the “gypsy question” was transferred 
to Lower Danube and Styria. At this time, almost a quarter of all Austrian “gyp-
sies” — about four thousand — lived in the Southern Burgenland district of Oberwart. 64 
Tobias Portschy was appointed deputy gauleiter of Styria, which was led by Gauleiter 
Sigfried Uiberreither (1908 – 84). Although the two of them had many conflicts of 
opinion, 65 they agreed upon a “solution” of the “gypsy question,” and Uiberreither gave 
Portschy a free hand as much as possible in managing the issue. 66 Consequently, time 
and again various Styrian government agencies interceded in Berlin in order to pres-
sure higher-ranking authorities in Berlin on the topic. In Lower Danube, “gypsy ex-
pert” Bernhard Neureiter, who had worked for Portschy in the 1930s, was now respon-
sible for the persecution of “gypsies.” 67 Thus Michael Zimmermann’s findings are true 
for Austria, too: “The interaction between center and periphery, between government 
officials, police and SS leadership, and local authorities, was crucial to the development 



1.1. “Gypsies” at forced labor in Oberwart, Austria. Source: 

Steiermärkisches Landesarchiv, LReg. 384, L-Z, box 2148.

1.2. “Gypsies” at forced labor in Oberwart, Austria. Source: 

Steiermärkisches Landesarchiv, LReg. 384, L-Z, box 2149.



1.3. “Gypsies” at forced labor in Oberwart, Austria. Source: 

Steiermärkisches Landesarchiv, LReg. 384, L-Z, box 2150.

1.4. “Gypsies” at forced labor in Oberwart, Austria. Source: 

Steiermärkisches Landesarchiv, LReg. 384, L-Z, box 2151.
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of a Nazi Gypsy policy that culminated in forced sterilization and murder.” 68 I would 
even argue that the roles of local and regional authorities and the population must not 
be underestimated. The radicalization and implementation of anti-“gypsy” measures 
relied on the assistance and contribution of the local population as well as local and 
regional political elites (mayors, district officials, etc.). Only a few people would help 
their neighbors or friends; 69 most would remain bystanders, and some even played an 
active part in the persecution of the “gypsies,” which provided for an “efficient” policy 
of persecution and annihilation. It is important to emphasize that people not only re-
acted and carried out orders but also acted. This is discussed in detail later.

The legal basis for the further “suppression of the gypsy nuisance” was an edict by 
Himmler dated 8 December 1938. In this document he ordered to register all “gypsies.” 70 
At the Reich Criminal Office’s (Reichkriminalpolizeiamt) disposition, more than seven 
hundred male and female former Burgenland “gypsies” were arrested in June 1939 and 
either taken into “preventive detention” (Vorbeugehaft) or deported to the concentra-
tion camps of Dachau and Ravensbrück. 71 In October, the chief of the Reich Main 
Security Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt), Reinhard Heydrich (1904 – 42), decreed 
a detainment decree (Festsetzungserlass), which banned “gypsies” from leaving their 
current place of residence. Here, too, it becomes apparent that even on the Reich level 
the issue of “gypsies” was under the responsibility of different authorities and not uni-
fied. A secret report of the SS Security Service (SS-Sicherheitsdienst) in Berlin from 9 
October 1939 sheds light on the pressing role of Austrians: “From Austria we have re-
ceived the suggestion to now implement the absolutely essential solution of the gypsy 
question by a ruthless accommodation of the gypsies in secured camps.” 72 Austrians 
were not just carrying out orders issued by Berlin but exerted pressure in order to get 
the “gypsy question” “solved.” Further interventions by the Styrian government were 
ineffective, but on 31 October 1940 Heydrich issued guidelines on the establishment 
of camps for forced laborers. 73 In former Austria, such forced labor “gypsy” camps were 
established in Vienna, Upper Austria, Salzburg, Lower Danube (e.g., Lackenbach), 74 
and Styria. 75 It is apparent that the National Socialists acted quite paradoxically. Many 
of the arrested “gypsies” who were urged to hold down a job in the labor camp were in 
fact arrested at their regular working place and transferred to camps, arbitrarily taken 
away from their jobs. 76 Allegedly “unwilling to work,” they were, for example, taken 
from their jobs as farm or seasonal laborers and transferred to labor camps and forced 
to work. This was in sharp contrast to their supposedly antisocial behavior. A similar 
situation occurred when in 1941 – 42 all “gypsies,” among them medaled and/or front-
line soldiers, were expelled from the Wehrmacht (German Armed Forces) and deported 
to Auschwitz. 77 Even before 1941, it happened that “gypsy” soldiers on leave from the 
Wehrmacht, wearing their Wehrmacht uniforms, were arrested and deported, or that 
they voluntarily accompanied their families when these were arrested. 78
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F RO M P E R S E C U T I O N TO A N N I H I L AT I O N

In the course of time, in particular after the invasion of the Soviet Union, the National 
Socialists changed their tactics. They did not aim at discrimination directed against 
“gypsies” and exploitation of their labor anymore; the goal changed to annihilation. 79 
Early plans to deport “gypsies” had failed, but in 1940 the systematic deportation of 
“gypsies” from Styria to the Lackenbach camp started. 80 One of the greatest deporta-
tions — euphemistically called Umsiedlung (change of residence) — was the transport 
to Łódź/Litzmannstadt (today in Poland), where more than five thousand Austrian 
“gypsies” from camps in Styria and Lower Danube were deported between 5 and 9 
November 1941 (see figure 1.5). 81 Those who survived the shortage of supplies and the 
disastrous sanitary conditions were gassed in the extermination camp of Chelmno/
Kulmhof in December 1941 and January 1942. 82 No one survived. 83

It can be assumed that it is no coincidence that just at the time when the deporta-
tions started, the Landrat (district administrator) of Oberwart explicitly barred “gyp-
sies” from using public transport, with the exception of the railroad. 84 At first glance this 
may be seen as an almost liberal bylaw, but in fact it was a logistical necessity. After all, 
the railroad was the most important means of deportation. “Gypsy” settlements were 
demolished, and the municipalities had permission to sell what was left. 85 In spite of the 
prohibition against enrichment, the local population took what remained, 86 although 
the Landrat called it “dishonorable for a German Volksgenosse to enrich himself finan-
cially with the belonging of gypsies. Unfortunately, this has happened.” 87

Based on Himmler’s infamous Auschwitz decree (Auschwitz-Erlass) of 16 
December 1942 and its instructions on 29 January 1943, all “gypsies” were to be de-
ported to Auschwitz. Subsequently, about 22,700 people were transported to the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau “gypsy family camp.” 88 Once the “gypsies” were gone, a lively de-
bate unfolded in Styria over who was allowed to keep the assets and estates left behind. 
In the end, it was decided that the assets were to be confiscated on behalf of the German 
Reich. 89 This too conflicts with the National Socialist argument that due to their pov-
erty “gypsies” posed a threat to the social system and thus a burden on the taxpayers. 
It can be said that Himmler’s Auschwitz decree constitutes the final stage of the “solu-
tion of the gypsy question.”

To this day, reliable information is not available, and thus casualty figures are rough 
estimates. According to the Austrian Historical Commission, only about fifteen hun-
dred to two thousand of eleven thousand “gypsies” survived National Socialism. 90 In 
the district of Oberwart, about two hundred of four thousand survived. 91



1.5. “Instructions on the Deportation of the ‘Gypsies’ to Litzmannstadt, 30 October 

1941.” Source: Steiermärkisches Landesarchiv, LReg. 120, K2093.



51CONTESTED SPACES

P O P U L AT I O N I N V O LV E M E N T A N D 
PA RT I C I PAT I O N: P O S S I B I L I T I E S O F AG E N C Y

The following case examples reveal the powerlessness and helplessness of people classi-
fied as “gypsies” as well as the populations’ limits of agency and their different reactions to 
their neighbors’ persecution. Because Roma tradition is oral, written evidence, in partic-
ular personal accounts, is scarce. From most archival material no information can be ob-
tained if a person considered himself or herself to be a “gypsy” or if this status was merely 
ascribed by others. 92 The case of Franz Baranyai (1891 – 1943) is exceptional; sources re-
veal his faith in the authorities and in the justice system as well as the heterogeneity of 
the lives of people labeled “gypsies” and thus discriminated against. Baranyai was a po-
lice officer in Graz (Styria). 93 In March 1942, he wrote to Gauleiter Uiberreither to com-
plain about “unfair treatment as a gypsy” and argued that his “thought” was “German” 
and that he could not be a “gypsy” at all “since neither my ancestors nor my parents had 
tramped. And never had feelings or thoughts like gypsies.” 94 His statement was checked 
thoroughly, and it was discovered that his name appeared in a local “gypsy file.” In spite 
of his valid “Aryan certificate” (Ariernachweis), the police arrived at the conclusion that 
he was to be considered “a full gypsy.” In 1942 he was expelled from the police, and in July 
1943 he was murdered in Auschwitz. 95 Baranyai’s trust in the authorities was in vain and 
his hopes for help dashed. This was true for many other Austrian “gypsies” too. In rare 
cases locals provided support. Some people pitied “gypsies,” 96 or helped by assigning work 
to them and treating them well, 97 by providing them with food, 98 or by warning them of 
an upcoming deportation; a survivor described his mother’s flight, which was only pos-
sible “because someone from the village knew her, a non-Rom, and he said, ‘Get out of 
here, because all of you will be taken away!’” 99 A form of nonviolent resistance could be 
seen in nonobservance of orders, such as teaching “gypsy” children although it was pro-
hibited. 100 These examples show that even in restrictive times there were people who as-
sumed responsibility, used the opportunities and means available, and displayed courage.

Nevertheless, the prevailing mood was affirmative, as a contemporary witness re-
counted when interviewed about his life and his memories of local Roma people: “My 
mother once said — she was a very religious woman — I don’t know, if I should say 
this here at all. She said, it was good though that Hitler put away the ‘gypsies’ but he 
should not have killed them.” 101 The lion’s share of sources, however, suggest that most 
of the population was either passive, 102 showed approval, or was even voluntarily in-
volved in incidents of discrimination and persecution. 103 The following case exempli-
fies this. After World War II, a “gypsy” survivor pressed charges against police officer 
Ernst Chwojka, who had mistreated him in a small Burgenland village. The accused 
was brought before the People’s Court (Volksgericht); in July 1947, he was sentenced 
to half a year, but he was released in September. 104
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Chwojka’s wife Marie had been involved in the mistreatment of a “gypsy” too. That 
man survived the concentration camp, and after the war he filed charges. The police re-
port states that in 1939, “he fled from the camp to an open field, where he was stopped 
and held by the policeman’s wife Marie Chwojka.” 105 In the course of denazification, 
Marie Chwojka was registered because of her illegal NSDAP membership. However, 
the police did not prosecute the fact that she had been actively involved in the perse-
cution of a “gypsy.” 106 In regard to the question of pressing charges against former of-
fenders, the Chwojka case is somewhat exceptional, since after 1945, for various rea-
sons, most of the survivors did not file charges against former National Socialists. 
Anton Müller explains his decision to remain silent as follows: “Our farmers cer-
tainly tried to ingratiate themselves with us and brought bread and lard to us. They 
were Nazis and did not want to be betrayed [to the Allies]. But I did not betray any-
body, least of all from our village. I just would have had to tell the Russians who had 
been a Nazi. If you live in the same village, that’s simply not done. Yes, that’s just the 
way it was.” 107 However, in regard to the question of penalties after 1945, the Chwojka 
case is not isolated at all.

RO M A I N P O S T WA R AUS T R I A

In postwar Austria, it was common that People’s Courts found former National 
Socialists not guilty of mistreatment of “gypsies,” even if there was substantial evidence 
to support the allegations. 108 Often testimony given by “gypsies” was not considered re-
liable. This must be seen in the postwar context, when collective stigmatization, crim-
inalization, and exclusion persisted. 109 In public opinion “gypsies” were considered to 
have been “unwilling to work,” “antisocial,” and “criminals” who had been detained 
rightfully. 110 Prevailing attitudes stipulated that “what he [Hitler] did to the Jews, he 
would not have needed to do, but what he did to the gypsies was right.” 111 Legislation 
penalized “gypsies”; racist laws originating from the monarchy were still effective; 112 
and for decades “gypsies” were excluded from the Austrian compensation measures 
(Opferfürsorge) on grounds of the legal regulations, which only defined two catego-
ries of victims: resistance fighters and people persecuted for political reasons. 113 Tobias 
Portschy’s further career also acts as an indicator for the general attitudes of the time. 
In 1949 a People’s Court sentenced him to fifteen years and forfeiture of his assets, but 
he was released early in 1951. 114Although his racist memorandum was among the docu-
ments presented to the court, his co-responsibility for the murder of thousands of “gyp-
sies” was not prosecuted. He neither admitted guilt nor regretted his doings; on the 
contrary, all his life he did “not take back any word” of his memorandum. 115 Victims, 
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though, remained underprivileged. To escape classification and stigmatization and to 
find work, some would leave their rural settlements and move to cities, hide their Roma 
background, or even change their “typical” surnames to “German” names in order to 
avoid being identified as “gypsy.” 116 It is obvious that this had a bearing on the people left 
behind and the social structure of their rural settlements, which were threatened with 
extinction. Furthermore, victims were traumatized by the atrocities they had suffered in 
the camps, such as sterilization and gassing. Ludwig Horvath, whose mother had been 
imprisoned in a concentration camp, remembers an incident after the war: “When we 
moved to the new Roma settlement, suddenly there was electricity and running water. 
And what did she say when she saw the new water pipe? ‘Children, don’t take a shower, 
gas will come out!’” 117 The long shadow cast by National Socialism affected all Roma 
families, cross-generationally. And fifty years after the end of the war Burgenland Roma 
again had to fear for their lives for racial reasons, when in 1995 a bomb killed four young 
men of the Roma settlement in Oberwart. The assassin, who had carried out a series of 
bomb attacks, was finally sentenced to life imprisonment. This attack was one of the 
most violent acts of domestic terrorism in Austria since 1945. 118

After World War II it took decades for an autonomous organization of the Romani 
minority to be established in the course of the 1980s people’s movement. 119 In 1989, the 
first Romani association in Austria was founded in Oberwart, and others followed. 120 
They worked hard to gain public recognition. So far they have achieved a great deal, and 
many projects have been carried out; for example, the spoken language of Burgenland 
Romani was standardized and transferred into writing, 121 and memorials have been es-
tablished as well as a commemorative culture (e.g., the implementation of annual cul-
tural and memorial events). In 1993, the Austrian state officially recognized Romani 
people as a national ethnic community. 122 Thereby they received the same status as 
other autochthonous minorities of Austria such as Hungarians or Croatians. Two 
years later, the Roma Ethnic Group’s Advisory Board (Volksgruppenbeirat) was con-
stituted, 123 and financial grants allowed for maintaining a sound infrastructure to pro-
tect Romani interests. In 1999 the Adult Education Center of the Burgenland Romani 
(Volkshochschule der Burgenländischen Roma) was established to offer learning op-
portunities and promote Romani – non-Romani dialogue. 124 In 2011 the European 
Commission called for national strategies for Roma integration, and thus Austria too 
implemented a national Roma strategy and established a National Roma Contact Point 
in the Federal Chancellery. 125 In spite of all achievements, anti-gypsyism is increasing, 126 
and there is still a lot to be done. A Romani newspaper stated in 2014 that “a compre-
hensive integration still fails due to the stereotypical notions deployed from the peo-
ple and the media. In many contemporary people’s minds Romani people have simply 
remained ‘gypsies.’” 127 This is still an incontrovertible fact.
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C O N C LUS I O N

This chapter has discussed the ways in which marginalized groups in Austria were dis-
criminated against and persecuted at the end of the nineteenth and in the course of 
the twentieth centuries. As demonstrated, this discrimination occurred over centuries. 
Many of the discriminatory measures had already been contemplated decades before 
the Anschluss and were then implemented by the National Socialists. As can be seen, 
these developments were based not only on the mere execution of instructions in a hi-
erarchical structure but also on a bottom-up process. A “successful” implementation 
was only possible due to the concerted action and interaction of National Socialist pol-
iticians and executive, legislative, and judiciary personnel on all levels (local, regional, 
Reich) with the local population. Because Roma were also criminalized and stigma-
tized as “gypsies” after 1945, many people who had been involved in crimes against hu-
manity could avoid legal persecution, often even investigation. They were able to at-
tain positions in society again without any lasting disruption. Although today every 
European Union country has a “responsibility to improve the lives of the EU’s Roma 
citizens,” the European Commission has pointed out that “many Roma in the EU are 
victims of prejudice and social exclusion, despite the fact that EU countries have banned 
discrimination.” 128
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S PAC E A N D I D E A S O F 
NAT I O NA L , ET H N I C , O R 

R E L I G I O US H O M O G E N E I T Y
Polish and German Jewish Sur vivors 

in the Recovered Territories in 
Post – World War II Poland

Anna Cichopek-Gajraj

T
he Recovered Territories (Ziemie Odzyskane) were the prov-
inces along the new western, southern, and northern borders of postwar 
Poland: southern East Prussia, Pomerania with Danzig/Gdańsk, parts of 

East Brandenburg, Lower Silesia with Breslau/Wrocław, and parts of Upper Silesia. 
The name “Recovered Territories” was coined by the Communist government in a re-
markably successful propaganda campaign in the first years after the war. The cam-
paign claimed that these territories were part of the original Polish motherland (ma-
cierz), which had been forcefully Germanized and was now finally returned to the 
rightful Polish owners. 1 Historically, most of these lands belonged briefly to the me-
dieval Polish Crown, but for centuries they were under the shifting jurisdictions of 
the Holy Roman Empire, the Prussian Kingdom, the German Empire, and the Third 
Reich. At the Tehran Conference at the end of 1943, Winston Churchill and Joseph 
Stalin agreed upon the allocation of the territories to Poland that was later confirmed 
in Potsdam in August 1945. 2

This redrawing of borders, or “westward shift,” had wide-ranging political, eco-
nomic, social, demographic, and cultural consequences. 3 What follows is a brief ex-
ploration of one facet of this dramatic rupture: its effect on Jewish survivors in the 
Recovered Territories in the first years after the war. This chapter explores how the 
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Polish state treated German Jews (prewar German citizens) versus Polish Jews (pre-
war Polish citizens) in the region. It demonstrates that while the Polish central govern-
ment bestowed (conditionally) equal rights and special protections on Jewish survivors 
as special victims of Nazism, only Polish Jews reaped the benefits of this rule, becom-
ing active participants in the government’s politics in the region. 4 Local German Jews, 
who held prewar German citizenship, faced considerable difficulty in obtaining these 
protections and suffered discrimination from the local administration and the pop-
ulation at large. 5 Thus the chapter shows that anti-Germanism, more than antisem-
itism, played a decisive role in affecting Jewish lives in the region in the aftermath of 
World War II. Although eventually the majority of both German and Polish Jews left 
the Territories and the country, the German Jewish “exodus” happened earlier and for 
reasons different than those affecting Polish Jews, who were able to briefly reconstitute 
a thriving Jewish communal life.

The Jewish history of the Recovered Territories builds on and contributes to the 
larger historiography on Jewish survivors in postwar Poland. In the last thirty years, the 
field has bourgeoned, covering a broad spectrum of topics from anti-Jewish violence; 
to the social, political, and cultural lives of survivors; to their emigration to the dis-
placed person (DP) camps, Palestine, and the United States. 6 Anti-Jewish violence, in 
particular, attracted the best pens in the field, including Jan T. Gross’s influential Fear: 
Antisemitism in Poland after Auschwitz, which introduced the Kielce pogrom of July 
1946 to the broader English-language public. 7 More recent work in historical anthro-
pology by Joanna Tokarska-Bakir broke new ground in our understanding of the po-
grom and contributed to the general (re)turn to violence in Jewish studies more broadly 
(including in this volume). 8

Yet current historiography had to go beyond violence to nuance our knowledge 
of survivors’ lives in postwar Poland. Karen Auerbach, Audrey Kichelewski, Łukasz 
Krzyżanowski, Monika Rice, and myself, among others, did precisely that. 9 As I have 
written elsewhere, a sole focus on violence and emigration reduces the diversity and 
multiplicity of Jewish experiences in postwar Poland to one aspect, antisemitism. It 
thus simplifies and homogenizes postwar history, reducing it to a meta-tragedy: a 
uniformly gloomy picture that silences all experiences that do not conform. Such a 
focus also disregards any identity other than a victim, an emigrant, or a perpetrator. 
In other words, it obscures the multiple ways in which Jews and non-Jews encoun-
tered each other in postwar Poland. 10 Regional or local histories are especially useful 
in complicating such meta-narratives, and the Recovered Territories is a good case in 
point. It illuminates the brief opportunity for the rebuilding of (Polish) Jewish life in 
the region (unlike elsewhere in Poland) and the continuing terror against (German) 
Jews, inflicted by local administration and neighbors, often in defiance of the central 
government.
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In the immediate postwar period, successive Polish governments subjected the 
Recovered Territories to an intense and effective campaign of ethnic engineering — in-
cluding expulsions, expropriations, repopulation, and repolonization — showing the 
power of the state apparatus to make and remake a place. 11 The simultaneous loss of the 
most ethnically diverse eastern territories to the Soviet Union led to the emergence 
of an anomaly in the long history of the country: a nationally homogenous Polish 
state. Although Roman Dmowski and his nationalist movement Endecja or National 
Democrats had called for a “Poland for Poles” since the 1890s, and the prewar Polish 
government had discriminated against ethnic minorities, actual national homogeneity 
was never a realistic option. The sheer demographics of prewar Poland made homoge-
neity a utopian project. 12 Only the massive catastrophe of World War II, the Holocaust, 
and the subsequent postwar reshuffling of borders, with mass population transfers, 
could turn Poland into Dmowski’s dream.

After the war, the drive toward the creation of homogenous nation-states through 
population transfers was not unique to Poland. It reflected a general political trend 
in Eastern Europe that dated back to the aftermath of World War I: the belief that 
population transfers were “the only means of ending the ethnic violence that plagued 
Eastern Europe, and . . . the only path to a stable postwar peace.” 13 Having said that, 
Polish communists also had national considerations. Krystyna Kersten argued that 
Polish communism evolved over time toward prioritizing the concept of nation over 
class, which contributed to the predominance of the dogma of Polish national ho-
mogeneity (państwo jednonarodowe) after the war. 14 Moreover, as Marcin Zaremba 
demonstrated, nationalism (nacjonalizm), with its powerful symbols and rhetoric, 
was “one of the more important ways (formuły) to legitimize the communist system 
of power” in the 1940s – 80s. 15 T. David Curp and Gregor Thum built on Zaremba’s ar-
gument, adding that popular distress over enormous territorial losses in the east gave 
urgency to the governments’ push for legitimacy in the first years after the war. Both 
noted the considerable success of this ideological shift, in which Communists coop-
erated with such unlikely partners as the Catholic Church and the prewar national-
ists from Endecja. 16

Rampant anti-German sentiment helped to solidify this newly found solidarity. 
In his study of Polish attitudes to Germans in 1945 – 48, Edmund Dmitrów wrote that 
there was “an exceptional convergence and uniformity of views on the German ques-
tion in Polish political thought of various shades as well as in official propaganda; this 
uniformity was even more exceptional under circumstances of fierce political struggle 
and conflict between views of the ruling and the ruled on other national problems.” 17 
Calls for justice and revenge dominated private and public discourse. The harassment 
of Germans had both the political and social stamp of approval, so much so that when 
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a Jewish woman, Hanna Zajtman, was beaten during the Kraków pogrom in August 
1945, she wondered, “Why were they beating me? I’m not a German.” 18

In consequence, millions of Germans in the annexed territories were exposed to 
vengeance, discrimination, and persecution after the war. However, it should be noted 
that for many of them, the terror was not new. The fate of Breslau/Wrocław was par-
ticularly revealing. Although non-Jewish Breslauers experienced “an odd kind of vital-
ity” in the wartime economy, as Thum showed, their fate changed in fall 1944, when 
Hitler declared the city a fortress. 19 By the time the fortress capitulated on 6 May 1945, 
the city lay in ruins, 80,000 residents had been killed, and hundreds of thousands were 
forced to leave their homes. In this, they were not exceptional. In the final months and 
weeks of the war, almost seven million Germans, fearing the Soviet Army and reprisals 
by the local population, fled the territories of western and northern Poland. 20 Between 
600,000 and 1.2 million lost their lives. 21

The flight and expulsions continued after the war. In June 1945, the Polish Army 
ruthlessly expelled approximately 400,000 ethnic Germans from the Polish-German 
borderlands. 22 In the final months of 1945, another half a million Germans left these 
territories, in what Hugo Service called, “voluntary” migrations “encouraged” by lo-
cal pressure to leave. 23 The organized mass transfer of the remaining Germans began 
in February 1946 and lasted until November 1947. Between February and June 1946, 
more than 700,000 Germans were forced out of Polish territories (200,000 people in 
June 1946 alone). In the second half of 1946, another 700,000 Germans were expelled. 
Joseph B. Schechtman estimated that a total of 1.6 million Germans were forced out of 
Poland in 1946 alone. In 1947, 500,000 Germans were forced to leave. 24

The expulsions and the parallel de-Germanization of the public and private spaces 
of the Recovered Territories, including the demolition of German monuments and 
any traces of the German past, were accompanied by a mass “repolonization.” The re-
polonization required populating the region with “true Poles” to reclaim the land and 
its “Polish essence,” and to restore “its roots, and its soil.” 25 The government brought in 
about 2.5 million “resettlers” (przesiedleńcy) from central Poland and 1.3 million “repa-
triates” (repatrianci) from prewar eastern Polish territories, now annexed by the Soviet 
Union. 26 Polish Jews were among them. As Józef Adelson found, the Polish government 
sent about 124 trains with Jewish repatriates to forty-two cities (Wrocław, Dzierżoniów, 
Wałbrzych, Legnica, and others) in the region. 27 More than 80,000 of approximately 
136,000 Polish Jews, repatriated from the Soviet Union between February and July 
1946, were now brought to Lower Silesia alone, not to mention almost 20,000 Jews 
sent to western Pomerania, mainly Szczecin (former Stettin). 28 In the beginning of the 
summer of 1946, there were approximately 90,000 Jews in the area. And although this 
number decreased precipitously to 50,000 – 60,000 with the mass emigration after the 
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Kielce pogrom in July 1946, Lower Silesia remained the largest center of Jewish life in 
Poland until the mid-1950s. 29

This aggregation of Jewish population must be understood in the context of poli-
cies toward Jews in postwar Poland in general, and in the Recovered Territories in par-
ticular. 30 In the July 1944 Manifesto, the Polish Committee of National Liberation 
pointed to Jews as a group of particular interest: “The Jews, whom the occupant so 
bestially annihilated, will now be assured of rebuilding their existence and equality of 
rights de jure and de facto.” 31 References to death camps and ghettos signaled govern-
mental recognition of the particularity of Jewish victimhood. In January 1945, Prime 
Minister Edward Osóbka-Morawski proclaimed, “The Jewish population who remain 
alive will be able to take full advantage of not only de jure but also de facto legal equal-
ity.” 32 Thus the central government situated itself as a protector of Jewish survivors and 
the guarantor of their rights. Although the postwar Polish governments had a fluctu-
ating and ambivalent, if not contradictory, political stance on the national autonomy 
of Jewish survivors in Poland, they encouraged and supported Jewish national and cul-
tural institutions as long as they served their political aims. 33 The reciprocity was thus 
expected. As Alina Cała and Halina Datner-Śpiewak argued, the Communist Party of 
Poland “considered the fight [against antisemitism] to be a significant tactic against 
[rightist] opponents after the war and counted on the Jewish population for wide-
spread support for political transformations. Communists supported [ Jewish] initia-
tives of self-governance and used the reconstruction of Jewish life as fodder for propa-
ganda, particularly outside of Poland.” 34

The support of the Jewish community was especially useful in the Recovered 
Territories, where the government employed Polish Jews in its project of Polish 
nation-building or repolonization of the region. In Kamil Kijek’s words, “Jewish vic-
timhood from the hands of the Nazis was used by the authorities to legitimize the 
Polish presence and permanent acquisition of Lower Silesia.” 35 In June 1945, the gov-
ernment declared that Jews in Lower Silesia should be given extensive aid, considering 
“that, after the martyrdom of German concentration camps, they will be a loyal guard 
over Polishness in the Recovered Territories.” 36 The Jewish leadership accepted their new 
role. As the Central Committee of Jews in Poland proclaimed: “Lower Silesia became 
their fatherland. . . . With Germany’s downfall . . . Jews took guard [objęli straż] of fac-
tories and workshops, declaring their Polishness loudly and proudly. They paid dearly 
with their blood and sweat for the right of citizenship in Lower Silesia.” 37 To build a na-
tional, social, and cultural life in the region, they had no choice but to oblige. They also 
recognized that the government’s invitation meant the inclusion of Jews in the Polish 
national project, an inclusion that was unseen in the interwar period. 38 However, as 
Kijek argued, the Jewish participation in the communist nation-building project came 
with a price tag:
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At the beginning, Jews were exceptional as the only ethnic group which was provided 
with a degree of self-government, and the opportunity to rebuild their connections 
with Jewish centers outside of Poland. But this was done with many caveats, and one, 
paradoxically, was participation in the nationalist policies of ethnic homogenization 
performed by the Polish State in Lower Silesia. The consequence of this paradox was 
that by fulfilling this condition by supporting the state propaganda and rhetoric of 
polonizing the “Western Territories,” the Jews were losing their own political subjec-
tivity. They were also losing the capacity to speak their own language and, with that, 
the ability to express and manifest their Jewish presence in Lower Silesia. Jews who 
came to the conclusion that they had no other alternative in Poland were thus forced 
to support the state. . . . And, paradoxically, participation in this policy subverted 
Jewish autonomy of Lower Silesia and was decisive in spelling the end of Jewish so-
cial, cultural, and political pluralism. 39

Still, in the first postwar years Polish Jews could create vibrant national and cul-
tural centers of Jewish life in the region. 40 Although in 1945 and 1946 Lower Silesia 
was as dangerous (high rates of robbery, murder, and rape) for Jews as any other part of 
Poland, it became a unique milieu for the “revival” of Polish Jewish life from as early as 
the summer of 1945. 41 In 1947 leaders of the Lower Silesian Jewry spoke openly about 
their enthusiasm for the local conditions. Dr. Shalom Treistman (Trojstman), the chief 
rabbi of Wrocław, felt that the conditions in 1947 were “much better,” and he believed 
that seventy-five thousand, or 75 percent, of all Jews in Poland would remain there. 42

Indeed, although antisemitism by no means disappeared, it was not a major prob-
lem in Lower Silesia after 1946. The laws against antisemitism, and the population’s 
rising fear of the governmental penal system, played a role in improving Jews’ safety. 
Even more significant were the specific conditions in the region. Although newcom-
ers from central and eastern Poland brought their anti-Jewish prejudices with them, 
they also faced new conditions that generated new priorities and new preoccupations. 
They were all uprooted “resettlers” and “polonizers”; they all started anew. 43 They also 
had a common German “enemy” around whom the main conflicts in the annexed terri-
tories revolved, including tensions around “formerly German” (poniemieckie) property 
with a myriad of goods, houses, businesses, and pieces of land up for grabs. 44 “Formerly 
Jewish” (pożydowskie) property was much less of a concern here than in central or east-
ern Poland, where wartime robbery and postwar restitution of Jewish property became 
the major source of anti-Jewish hostility and violence. 45

Germanness was thus the most significant irritant in the region, which can explain 
the contrasting treatments that Polish and German Jews received there. While Polish 
Jews had governmental support for their rebuilding efforts, the small community of 
German Jews did not enjoy similar backing. Although their numbers were small, the 
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tensions around their legal status, and the discrimination they suffered, can provide 
an important insight into the Jewish (and national) politics in the region. As Kijek 
pointed out, the language of “rhetorical collectivism” or “public speaking in strict and 
clearly defined categories of large social and national groups, with extensive use of ste-
reotypes and aggressive images . . . was used against the German population in the 
Regained Territories, and justified not only their Polish resettlement, but for a time, 
also the reconstruction of Polish Jewish national life in a new place, in Lower Silesia.” 46 
Unlike Polish Jews, German Jews were on the receiving end of that rhetoric, used by 
the Polish administration, the population at large, and Polish Jewish institutions. As 
Katharina Friedla showed, although initially Polish Jews extended a helping hand to 
German Jews, eventually the two communities found themselves at odds with each 
other in the region. 47

Estimates of the number of German Jews who lived in Poland during the first 
two years after the war are imprecise. Szyja Bronsztejn wrote of 135 “indigenous 
Jews” (autochtoni-Żydzi) living in Lower Silesia immediately after the liberation of 
1945. 48 Friedla estimated that a year later, in February 1946, 1,600 German Jews (in-
cluding spouses and children from mixed marriages) lived in Wrocław alone. 49 It 
must have been a younger population, since Ewa Waszkiewicz found records of only 
twenty-seven German Jewish funerals in the city between 1945 and 1946. 50 In the 
summer of 1947, there were only 30 German Jews left in Wrocław. They were the tiny 
remnant of a thriving Breslau Jewish community of more than 20,000 in the 1920s, 
devastated by expropriations, expulsions, and then deportations to concentration 
and death camps in World War II. 51 Their persecution, alas, did not cease with the 
end of the war.

Anti-German discrimination and harassment from Soviet soldiers, local adminis-
tration, and the population at large affected German Jews immediately after the war. In 
her analysis of the German Jewish community in postwar Wrocław, Friedla succinctly 
described their experience:

Their situation was particularly difficult because, on the one hand, they did belong 
to the world of German culture but, on the other, they had been victimized by the 
National Socialist racial policies. For both the Soviet soldiers and the freshly estab-
lished Polish civil administration, the Jewish survivors of Wrocław were problematic. 
The Red Army soldiers were seen as liberators, but simultaneously they elicited fear 
and terror. For most survivors the encounters with Soviet soldiers were traumatic. 
Robberies, violence, humiliations, and rapes became daily occurrences. Age, sex, reli-
gious affiliation, or nationality made no difference. German Jews were usually treated 
like the other German inhabitants of Wrocław, and were seen as belonging to the na-
tion of the persecutors — after all they did speak only German. 52
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Despite the problems they faced, German Jews in Wrocław created their own com-
munity and tried to reconstitute their institutional life there, often competing with 
Polish Jews. As Friedla summed up: “Deep differences between the eastern and west-
ern European Jewish worlds were not bridged. Diverse ways of thinking, different cul-
tural values, and social status proved too significant to be overcome. For this reason, 
the traumatic experience of the Holocaust, although common, did not help to estab-
lish bonds based on solidarity.” 53

In July 1945, the Ministry of Public Administration regulated the status of German 
Jews, promising to enforce “legal equality in every sphere and in every respect [w każdej 
dziedzinie i pod każdym względem] between German Jews and Polish Jews.” 54 The min-
istry extended the eligibility for certificates/passes of Polish nationality (zaświadcze-
nia polskiej przynależności narodowej) to former citizens of Germany and the Third 
Reich who, “on 31 August 1939, resided in the territories recovered by Poland in 1945 
and maintained Polish nationality; who were not members of the NSDAP . . .; and who 
would sign a statement of loyalty to the Polish nation [złożą pisemną deklarację wier-
ności narodowi polskiemu].” 55 The certificates shielded the holder from discrimination, 
guaranteeing exemption from forced labor, displacement, and deportation; the right to 
regular food rations; and temporary residence until a final determination of legal status 
(citizenship) in Poland could be made. The ministry also instructed the lower adminis-
tration to issue attestations of Polish nationality to people persecuted by the Nazi gov-
ernment because of their nationality or marriage. 56 The instruction specifically pointed 
to victims who were of “Jewish nationality” and ethnic Germans who had been discrim-
inated against because they refused to divorce their Jewish spouses. 57

Correspondence between local Jewish committees and local and central govern-
ment shows, however, that ministerial regulations had limited bearing on bureaucratic 
practice at the local level. In August 1945, the Jewish committee in the Gdańsk prov-
ince had to remind their voivode (head of the province administration) that German 
Jews, despite their foreign citizenship, should enjoy the same rights as Polish citizens 
due to their suffering during the war:

People, who were submitted to painful or even horrific personal persecutions and 
property reprisals from Germans, who have not gotten civil rights since 1933 . . . are 
now, after the expulsion of Germans and downfall of the murderous Nazi regime, in 
an unchanged situation. . . . In the absence of relevant laws, the Polish authorities treat 
them as German citizens with all consequences, i.e., loss of property, forced labor, and, 
recently, even resettlement from the territory of the Gdańsk province. . . . Then it seems 
supremely right and fair that the new democratic Polish State does not identify [these 
Jews] with Germans but rather treats them equally with its own citizens considering 
the oceans of wrongs, tears, and blood that these people suffered from Germans. 58
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The Jewish committee also requested that German Jews be removed from depor-
tation lists and their resettlement be suspended per the ministry’s regulation. 59 In the 
same month, the plenipotentiary of the central government in Jelenia Góra (Lower 
Silesia) requested information on how to deal with “Jews whose loyalty during the war 
was under suspicion,” suggesting that the provincial authorities did not trust German 
Jewish survivors and suspected them of collaboration with the Nazis, thus tapping 
into both anti-German and anti-Semitic tropes at once. 60 In September 1945, a na-
tional security office in Jelenia Góra demanded that a local Jewish committee remove 
all German Jews from its membership: “We cannot allow that members of your institu-
tion would be ‘a half-Jew’ or a ‘quarter-Jew,’ not to mention Germans,” seemingly repli-
cating well-learned Nazi racial categories. 61 In October 1945, the same plenipotentiary 
asked his superiors in Lignica (Lower Silesia) if the local Jewish committee should ad-
mit and issue Jewish committee certificates to German Jews persecuted by Nazism. 62 
Bożena Szaynok found that the national security office banned several district Jewish 
committees from issuing such certificates to German Jews. 63

In the same month, the central government further modified the rules and empha-
sized loyalty to the nation as the primary criterion for the issuance of certificates of 
Polish nationality. Half a year later, in April 1946, the government confirmed that pa-
triotic conduct carried the same weight as ethnicity, language, and culture:

Article III: Persons who will submit required application and prove their Polish ori-
gins or show their unity with the Polish Nation and will declare loyalty to the Nation 
and the State of Poland will be considered persons of the Polish national affiliation 
[posiadające polską przynależność narodową].

Article IV: The interested persons can prove Polish national affiliation by all evi-
dence available, in particular:

1. Polish origin can be proved by ID cards or registrar records, or by the sound of a 
family name, or by blood relations [pokrewieństwo] with Poles,

2. Unity with the Polish Nation could be proved by membership in Polish organi-
zations or participation in the fight for the Polish cause [sprawa polska], or by the in-
ner attitude [postawa wewnętrzna] and language, or by cultivation of Polish customs 
in family, or by the connection with the Polish folk culture and the life of Poles, or 
by the outer attitude [zewnętrzna postawa] during the Nazi rule showing solidarity 
with Poles while exposing oneself to danger. 64
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Thereby the central government confirmed a framework that allowed Polishness 
to be earned through patriotic behavior and opened the door, at least on paper, to citi-
zenship for all Jews in postwar Poland, regardless of their previous citizenship and na-
tive language. 65 I should note that these regulations were part and parcel of a broader 
process of “verification” or weryfikacja of the residents of the Recovered Territories. 66 
In theory, the verification was to reclaim the “Polish essence” of the land “recovered” 
from Germany. In practice, the verification served to increase the number of “indige-
nous Poles” (autochtoni) to repolonize  and populate the region and thus regulate the 
distribution of property. 67 Prewar residents who declared “local” or “here” (tutejsi) na-
tionality before the war and “neutral” after the war became the main target of the veri-
fication process. Once they claimed Polish nationality and expressed their desire to stay 
in the country, they had to undergo an assessment of their “Polishness.” If approved, 
they obtained a certificate of Polish nationality and had to pledge their loyalty to the 
nation and the state.

That these prescriptions were often ignored further illuminates the disconnect be-
tween the governmental regulations and administrative practice on the ground. The 
following story illustrates some of that dynamics in a small town in Lower Silesia. In 
April 1946, Capitan Kulczycki of the Border Defense Troops and his family took over 
a lodging house belonging to a German Jewish woman, Augusta Sara Thiel, who had 
survived Theresienstadt. 68 The takeover was violent. Three months after the fact, Thiel 
reported that she was “slapped in the face, thrown on the ground, and threatened with 
a revolver.” 69 She and her coworkers were then locked in a bathroom for twenty-four 
hours, after which they were allowed to take a few essentials and were forced to leave. 70 
Apparently the mayor of the district (starosta) offered to return the house to Thiel, 
which she refused unless the German coworkers/tenants could return as well. 71 The 
mayor then suggested that Thiel leave her house “voluntarily,” in solidarity with the 
German tenants. 72 Her temporary certificate of Polish nationality, which stated that 
“Thiel Sara-Auguste . . . should be treated as a person excluded from the German pop-
ulation and therefore should not come under the law concerning Germans,” was dis-
missed. 73 It may have been dismissed with due cause, as it expired in February 1946. 
More likely, however, it was dismissed because Thiel was treated as a German and her 
property was too tempting to pass up. After all, the expulsions of Germans were closely 
interconnected with the grand-scale robbery of their property.

The local administration kept denying German Jews certificates of Polish nation-
ality as late as July 1947, when the chairman of the provincial Jewish committee, Jakub 
Egit, complained to the Central Committee of Polish Jews:

[These German Jews] have not obtained Polish citizenship yet and their applications 
for [being declared] “indigenous population” have been denied. Local authorities 
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want to start resettling these people to Germany where [ Jews] dread to go to live 
among their enemies. By treating them like Germans, the local authorities contra-
dict a political stance of the government, which granted protection to people of 
Jewish nationality, persecuted by the Nazi regime. . . . We request an intervention 
with the central authorities, so they will instruct local officials on how to treat these 
people [German Jews] in order to enable them to stay and keep their apartments 
and property. 74

If the lower administration had treated wartime conduct as the primary criterion for 
exclusion from anti-German policies, German Jews would not have faced bureaucratic 
problems. Their Jewishness and their persecution at the hands of the Nazis would have 
served as a protective shield, as prescribed by the central government. That this was not 
the case illustrated, on the one hand, bureaucratic incompetence and corruption, and 
on the other hand, the persistence of traditional markers of nationality. 75

Local administrators had their own understanding of nationality and citizenship, 
embedded in local social relations and cultural codes, which did not always concur 
with governmental prescriptions. In other words, the local apparatchiks shared the 
convictions, fears, and prejudices of the local population. One example was the belief 
that a language itself stood for good patriotic conduct and as such signified national-
ity. “Why should we declare to be Poles or non-Poles when that piece of paper with a 
signature does not say anything about our nationality, but actions do, like participation 
in the uprisings, the Polish language, customs and habits, and our Polish hearts,” wrote 
representatives of Poles in Prudnik (Upper Silesia). 76 If the Polish language signified a 
quintessentially Polish “action,” then the use of German was a disqualifying non-Polish 
behavior. Whatever the interpretation, language undeniably played an important role 
in the bureaucratic determination of nationality.

How did these problems affect German Jews’ decisions to stay or leave? Many shared 
a common belief that the German-Polish borders were temporary and would soon shift. 
For example, the leaders of the German Jewish community in Szczecin had no inten-
tion to apply for Polish citizenship because they believed that “when Szczecin is a free 
city and the German authorities come back here, they will disband our union if we have 
foreign [Polish] citizens in our ranks.” 77 Still, those German Jews who intended to stay 
in Poland had the option to do so. Szaynok showed that those who applied for Polish 
citizenship in Lower Silesia ultimately received it. 78

The majority of German Jews, however, did not stay. Facing discrimination from 
all sides, they left the postwar Recovered Territories as early as the summer of 1945. As 
Friedla summed up: “From August to the end of September1945, a dozen transports 
of German Jews left Wroclaw for Erfurt. By the end of 1945, about twelve hundred 
German Wrocław Jews had reached Thuringia, and many of them settled in Erfurt. 
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Others came to Germany in trains. With the approval of the Polish authorities, the 
first transports were organized at the beginning of November 1945, and they continued 
until the summer of 1946.” 79 German Jews elsewhere in the Territories followed suit. 
Polish Jews stayed longer, although they eventually left as well. Thousands left the re-
gion and the country after the Kielce pogrom of July 1946. Those who stayed saw their 
“space for Jewish national subjectivity,” in Kijek’s words, “drastically limited and, ulti-
mately liquidated.” 80 After 1948, whenever the borders and emigration opportunities 
opened up, the majority of Polish Jews opted to leave. 81

Although by the 1960s there were hardly any Jewish communities left in Poland in 
general, and in the annexed territories in particular, the hindsight of their ultimate em-
igration should not obscure the brief, albeit complex, history of the possibilities and 
challenges of Jewish life in the country in the wake of the war. A closer analysis of the 
treatment of the Polish and German Jewish communities in the Recovered Territories 
shows that antisemitism does not suffice as an exhaustive explanation for the ultimate 
decline of Jewish communal life in postwar Poland. Rather, it points to tensions be-
tween the central and local administration in the region over who belonged there and 
who did not. The central government, focused on national politics in its quest for le-
gitimacy, was willing to employ both Polish and German Jews in its nation-building 
project. It regularly issued policies to protect both communities from antisemitism and 
anti-Germanism. However, it was not the central government but bureaucrats in local 
offices who made decisions on who could keep or acquired property, who could get a 
job, and who could receive citizenship. That Polish Jews could rebuild their communi-
ties and stay longer than German Jews demonstrates that, over and above antisemitism 
and material greed, bureaucrats were primarily motivated by anti-German sentiment. 
As described in these pages, the German Jews faced administrative discrimination of a 
kind not experienced by the Polish Jews. Their Germanness, more than their Jewishness, 
sealed their fate.
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S TAT E S A S C O N T R I BU TO R S 
TO O R E NA B L E R S 

O F V I O L E N C E
Colonial Thinking Is Still  with Us: 

Investigating the Colonial Record on the 
Occupation of Jambi and Rengat (1948 – 49) 

in the Indonesian War of Independence

Bart Luttikhuis

JA M B I A N D R E N G AT, 19 4 8 – 4 9

I
n the early morning on 30 December 1948, the city of Jambi (Central 
Sumatra) awoke to the sound of shooting, while thick clouds of black smoke aris-
ing from burning rubber hung over the harbor. Dutch paratroopers had taken the 

nearby airport, Paal Merah, the previous evening, and Indonesians had set on fire some 
strategic objects. The paratroopers were now ready to take the town, which they man-
aged to secure by 9:00 a.m. Reports of various sorts of wrongdoing supposedly perpe-
trated by the Dutch soldiers during this action soon surfaced: widespread plunder, ran-
dom shooting in the street with consequent civilian casualties, and the cold-blooded 
execution of three Indonesian Red Cross employees at a local hospital. The responsible 
commanders quickly dismissed all of these reports as unfounded rumors. 1

Less than a week after the occupation of Jambi, paratroopers were involved in an-
other daring action. The small city of Rengat, about two hundred kilometers north 
of Jambi, was occupied on the morning of 5 January 1949 in a surprise airdrop, mere 
hours before a general cease-fire was to go into effect. This action was executed by 
mostly indigenous recruits, especially of Ambonese ethnicity, an Indonesian group 
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traditionally renowned for their loyalty and martial qualities and hence overrepresented 
in the Dutch colonial army. Before their airdrop over Rengat, they had been supplied 
with Benzedrine (a form of amphetamine) to stave off the fatigue of the continued ac-
tions of the previous weeks. Their drop had been poorly calculated, landing them in the 
middle of a deep swamp, struggling to make it to dry land under enemy fire. In their sub-
sequent taking of the city the paratroopers did not hold back. According to reports that 
came in later, they had fired randomly in the streets, broken into homes, and summarily 
shot some of the inhabitants. They had executed unarmed policemen and other officials 
while they were sat at their desks, and they had shot a fifteen-year-old nurse because she 
“had refused to fulfill the wish of the paratroopers.” 2 Scores of bodies were later seen 
floating in the river. The victim count in Rengat would be hotly contested, but proba-
bly numbered in the several hundreds (including at least some women and children). 3

Both the occupations of Jambi and Rengat were part of a large-scale Dutch mili-
tary offensive toward the back end of the Indonesian War of Independence. After the 
Republic of Indonesia had declared independence in 1945, much of the conflict was 
marked by less- or more-intensive guerrilla warfare (with simultaneous negotiations 
between the Dutch and Indonesians leading to no decisive outcome). But the Dutch 
authorities also launched two comprehensive military assaults on the Republic of 
Indonesia, in July – August 1947 and December 1948 – January 1949 respectively, which 
they euphemistically called “police actions” to assuage increasingly critical international 
opinion. Dutch authorities by the time of the “second police action” were under in-
creasing international and domestic pressure to settle the conflict in Indonesia. With 
the “second police action” they hoped to deal a decisive blow against the Indonesian 
Republic. Dutch forces aimed both to “decapitate” the Indonesian war effort by occu-
pying Yogyakarta, the capital of the Indonesian Republic, and capturing its military 
and political leaders, and to occupy economically and strategically important locations 
such as ports or oil fields. This is where the occupation of oil fields around the ports of 
Jambi and Rengat came into the picture, even though both these locations were far re-
moved from previously Dutch-occupied territory.

I N T RO D U C T I O N: U N E Q UA L 
I N V E S T I G AT I O N S

The occupations of both Jambi and Rengat sparked questions and heated debate about 
what had transpired: Were these normal military actions, did something “get out of 
hand,” or did Dutch soldiers commit willful atrocities? However, both cases were han-
dled very differently by Dutch (civilian and military) authorities. For either case, we can 
find substantive — though in the case of Jambi ultimately inconclusive — evidence in 
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the archives of serious wrongdoing. But while the allegations about Jambi were quickly 
and vehemently dismissed, resulting in only a perfunctory official investigation, the 
bloodbath in Rengat caused much more commotion among the responsible authorities, 
spawning thorough and extensive investigations. This chapter asks why both these cases 
were handled so differently at the time, with considerable consequences for how Jambi 
and Rengat have since been treated in the historiography of the Dutch-Indonesian war.

An obvious potential reason for (some of ) the discrepancy in concern about Jambi 
and Rengat, respectively, could be a difference in the intensity and extent of the vio-
lence: Jambi presumably involved less atrocious violence and resulted in fewer victims. 
As I argue in this chapter, however, the problem is that we cannot really know this for 
sure, precisely because of the relative scarcity of sources on Jambi. By contrast, another 
contributing factor to the difference in concern about both affairs is abundantly clear 
from the available material. The respective investigations betray a deep-seated, ethni-
cally charged prejudice that the worst atrocities tended to be perpetrated by the more 
brutal, less-restrained indigenous recruits of the colonial army, not by the presumably 
more professional Dutch-born recruits. This is a prejudice that has inadvertently car-
ried over into Dutch historiography of the conflict, due to the bias of the sources: the 
atrocities in Rengat have been described in detail by Dutch historians, while wrongdo-
ings in Jambi are at best cited in passing. 4

Furthermore, the juxtaposition of the handling of these two affairs betrays a peculiar 
dynamic of the decolonization wars of the immediate post – Second World War era: the 
overlapping in these conflicts of two eras of (thinking about) military violence. On the 
one hand, Dutch military thinking and conduct in the decolonization war in Indonesia 
resembled a classic colonial war, 5 characterized by the application of indiscriminate, 
brutal, exemplary violence. On the other hand, the responsible commanders (and pol-
iticians) were thinking in terms of the needs of “modern” warfare, in which they drew 
explicit lessons from the world war that they had recently witnessed. 6 In fact, the very 
notions of “Special Forces’ and “paratroopers,” though they had colonial forebears, were 
clearly borrowed from their emergence as valued weapons in the Second World War. 
The way the responsible commanders spoke of the role of such troops strongly empha-
sized their skill, their sophistication, and the application of modern techniques to over-
come the difficulties of counterinsurgency in the tropics. 7 The fact, for instance, that 
paratroopers had received Benzedrine to amp them up for their next action was actu-
ally not reported by their commander as an excuse or explanation for unrestrained be-
havior, but rather as a sign of the professionalism of his unit. 8

In short, the terrortimes of “colonial” and “modern” counterinsurgency overlap in 
the Indonesian war of decolonization, as is highlighted in the different ways in which 
the atrocities in Jambi and Rengat were handled. The mostly ethnically Dutch troops 
who had taken Jambi were interpreted as professional, disciplined troops; 9 the reports 
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of their misbehavior were therefore dismissed as untrustworthy. Conversely, in the eyes 
of the military and civilian authorities, the mostly indigenous (especially Ambonese) 
troops who had taken Rengat could safely be interpreted as colonial relics in their un-
ruliness and ruthlessness. 10 Thus, an investigation of their violent behavior (though 
possibly inconvenient) at least was not damaging to the reputation of the Dutch army 
as a whole. This ethnically inflected interpretation of counterinsurgent violence in 
the Indonesian decolonization war has had a long legacy in Dutch historiography of 
the conflict.

In the remainder of this chapter, I first provide some background on the paratroop-
ers in Indonesia and their organization. In fact, the paratroopers fighting in Jambi and 
Rengat came from two distinct organizational backgrounds: those in Jambi were ex-
plicitly modeled after British and American examples; those in Rengat were more in-
spired by colonial tradition. After that, the respective official investigations into Jambi 
and Rengat are discussed in more detail, followed by a discussion of how both these af-
fairs have been portrayed in Dutch historiography. Ultimately, this leads to my conclu-
sion that in the handling of both these affairs we can discern a possibly unintentional 
but nonetheless significant tendency to blame atrocities on indigenous troops while ex-
culpating Dutch soldiers: a tendency that has carried over into historiography and cor-
relates with notions of colonial versus modern warfare, the two terrortimes that over-
lapped in the war of decolonization.

S P E C I A L F O RC E S T I M E S T WO

The Dutch war against Indonesian independence, which lasted from 1945 to 1949, was 
the first war in which the Dutch army or the Dutch colonial army developed the notion 
of special forces. 11 Over the course of the conflict, the army leadership increasingly came 
to rely on special forces to do much of the harsh and dirty work of war. Interestingly, 
during this war two separate elite infantry units developed, which continued to exist 
side-by-side for most of the conflict. The first was the Korps Speciale Troepen (KST) 
or Special Forces Corps, also known as the Green Berets. The second was the so-called 
Eerste Parachutisten Compagnie or First Para Company, also known as the Red Berets. 
The occupation of Jambi was executed by the First Para Company, while the occupation 
of Rengat was undertaken by paratroopers of the KST. The occupation of the city of 
Jambi was executed by an advance force of 250 paratroopers of the First Para Company, 
who were followed by regular infantry troops, while the 120 paratroopers of the KST 
were engaged in more minor operations on surrounding oil fields. In the occupation of 
the city of Rengat and its oil fields, by contrast, the 120 paratroopers of the KST took 
the lead; regular infantry reinforcements here took a little longer to arrive than they had 
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in Jambi. The members of the First Para Company were meanwhile tasked with cap-
turing a number of more isolated and remote oil fields farther up the Indragiri River. 12

Despite what their respective names might suggest, both the First Para Company 
and the KST were used for largely the same purposes during the war in Indonesia, and 
both units were trained in commando as well as paratrooper tactics. The fact that they 
continued to exist side by side seems mainly to have been a consequence of irreconcil-
able differences between their respective leaderships, as well as of differences in mil-
itary culture. According to historian Jaap de Moor, who wrote the canonic work on 
the Dutch special forces during the Indonesian war of decolonization, the First Para 
Company was marked by an ethos of professionalism and technical proficiency: air-
borne operations were dangerous and were seen as a task that required intellectually ca-
pable and disciplined men. The First Para Company, for that reason, preferred to recruit 
ethnically Dutch soldiers, who were presumable more sophisticated and disciplined. By 
contrast, the KST or Special Forces Corps developed almost as a private army around 
its infamous commander Raymond Westerling, who himself had received commando 
training in Britain during the Second World War, but who in Indonesia preferred to 
recruit hardened indigenous soldiers with a background in the prewar colonial army. 
The men of the KST were imbued with unshakable loyalty to their commander and be-
came known not so much for their technical expertise as for their fearlessness, physical 
stamina, and unrelenting fighting spirit. In short, De Moor summarizes the differences 
between the two units as a juxtaposition of technicians on the one hand with fierce 
warriors or adventurers on the other hand. The recruits of the First Para Company en-
joyed a reputation for professionalism and were predominantly Dutch; the KST were 
known as hardened, ruthless, and extremely loyal, and were predominantly “colonial.” 13

R E N G AT: A D O U B L E I N V E S T I G AT I O N

This difference in reputation and ethos can also be discerned in the Jambi and Rengat 
affairs. Here I discuss these cases in reverse chronological order, so as to highlight the 
difference in investigative treatment of indigenous Indonesian and ethnically Dutch 
troops. I do not here delve deeply into the specifics of what actually happened in Jambi 
on 30 December 1948 and in Rengat on 5 January 1949. 14 Instead I focus on the han-
dling of the investigations into both affairs. Suffice it to say that in the case of the pre-
dominantly indigenous paratroopers in Rengat, it is fairly certain that the Indonesian 
victim number ran in the several hundreds — some Indonesian reports even cited num-
bers up to two thousand — including many noncombatants, at least some of whom 
were deliberately executed. 15 Meanwhile, in the case of Jambi much less is clear: only the 
point-blank execution of three Indonesian Red Cross employees is reasonably certain, 
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while the early reports of random shooting in the streets were not further investigated, 
making it difficult to assess their veracity. The accusations of widespread plunder were 
only superficially investigated. 16

In the case of the occupation of Rengat by paratroopers of the Korps Speciale 
Troepen, the investigation into the alleged atrocities took some time to get off the 
ground, but was ultimately quite thorough. As was often the case in the Indonesian 
war of decolonization, 17 the first reports that something was amiss originated with the 
Dutch civilian authorities rather than from inside the army. A representative of the 
Dutch Indies economics department, in his February report on the situation in Rengat, 
made an offhand remark that the occupation of Rengat had proceeded “rather rigor-
ously.” This remark set off a chain of events when his superior asked the military au-
thorities for clarification. 18 The matter received further urgency when a Dutch diplomat 
alerted the Dutch foreign minister that a Chinese newspaper in Singapore had writ-
ten about the occupation of Rengat, claiming that Ambonese soldiers fighting for the 
Dutch had killed over a thousand people. The minister of foreign affairs in The Hague 
in turn asked for clarification from the Dutch authorities in Indonesia. 19

This dual spark first set off an investigation by the public prosecutor’s office, which 
asked the local public prosecutor to interview eyewitnesses. The official responsible 
for this investigation, assistant prosecutor Mr. Hins, hardly did a thorough job, seem-
ingly feeling more loyalty to the local military authorities than to the Indonesian pop-
ulation in his district. For his report, dated 16 April 1949, he mostly relied on witness 
statements by the responsible military commanders, as well as interviews with five lo-
cal village or neighborhood chiefs (who were either traditionally loyal to the Dutch 
or scared to speak out). On the basis of this rather one-sided investigation, Hins con-
cluded that “due to an unfortunate confluence of events . . . a number of persons from 
the civilian population have lost their lives. The number is approximately 80, but bi-
ased reporters grossly exaggerate it.” Hins further rejected reports of deliberate execu-
tions of civilians or unarmed military personnel. 20

Before Hins had even delivered his report, the army commander, General Simon 
Spoor, had already ordered his own investigation by the Military Police. He clearly was 
not confident that his special forces in Rengat had necessarily conducted themselves ap-
propriately. In an order to the head of the Military Police, he wrote: “I refuse to resign 
myself with the perfunctory remarks that I have so far received from the military side; 
in my opinion, the documents coming from the civilian side and from the Attorney 
General . . . contain such incriminating allegations, that I would like to see this mat-
ter thoroughly investigated.” 21 As a consequence, two members of the Dutch Military 
Police traveled to Rengat and between 6 and 9 June interviewed twenty-two people, 
mostly ordinary inhabitants or widows of men who had been killed, as well as one lo-
cal informant (of Ambonese ethnicity) of the Dutch intelligence services.
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The minutes of these interrogations make for shocking reading, including recurring 
stories of soldiers breaking into homes and summarily executing the male inhabitants if 
they admitted to having worked for the Indonesian Republic, accusations of rape, re-
ports of citizens being ordered by paratroopers to dump bodies in the river, and even 
a report of the shooting of a woman with a baby in her arms. In every case, the authors 
of the report made sure to ask the witnesses about the ethnicity or identifying features 
of the soldiers, and usually they received answers that they wore green berets, and that 
they were Ambonese or “native” or had a colored skin; in short, that they were indige-
nous rather than Dutch troops. Ultimately, the authors of the report did not attempt 
to estimate a victim count, but they did conclude that no individual perpetrators could 
be traced, and that therefore no one could be prosecuted. 22

This is where the story of the investigation into the Rengat atrocities ends. It is un-
clear whether the report from the Military Police ever made its way back up the mili-
tary and civilian hierarchy, 23 but it is certainly clear that as the final cease-fire between 
the Netherlands and Indonesia went into effect in August 1949, the appetite and ur-
gency for further steps reached a minimum. The new local public prosecutor, J. D. van 
Pelt, asked his superiors to be allowed to let the matter rest, as he had only just arrived 
in his post and hence was “a total outsider to this case.” 24 His superiors in the attorney 
general’s office agreed, concluding that it would be impossible to identify and prose-
cute any of the individual perpetrators: “The witnesses speak of Ambonese [perpetra-
tors], but cannot provide any details, and there are large numbers of Ambonese among 
these paratroopers.” 25 Nevertheless, even though this is where the case was closed, due 
to the dual investigation over the first half of 1949, the paper trail of the Rengat blood-
bath is significant, which has made it possible for Dutch historians and journalists to 
rediscover it. In Ann Stoler’s terms, the Rengat controversy created a “thickening” of 
the archival record. 26 Consequently, Rengat has recently gained a reputation as one of 
the major atrocities committed by the Dutch army in Indonesia. 27

JA M B I :  A P E R F U N C TO RY I N V E S T I G AT I O N

The archival treasure trove is much less dense for the actions by the First Para Company 
in Jambi on 30 December 1948, the more predominantly “Dutch” special forces. 
Consequently, as mentioned previously, much less is clear about what actually hap-
pened in Jambi. What is certain, however, is that the investigations into this case got 
off the ground much quicker than in Rengat but were pursued with much less vigor.

The instigator of the inquiries was one Lieutenant Rudolf Welling of the Army 
Information Service. Welling had joined the troops entering Jambi as a reporter but was 
disturbed about what he witnessed and wrote a concerned letter to his superior: “The 
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raid was accompanied by constant shooting from the paras, killing a number of civil-
ians who had been left behind. In the city itself, I followed the ‘group kota,’ whose job 
degenerated into plunder and robbery.” 28 When questioned about his allegations in a 
later interrogation by the Military Police, Welling further recalled that the paratroopers 
had been shooting constantly, despite never receiving fire themselves. At the local hos-
pital, three young Indonesians with Red Cross bands on their arms had been killed: “I 
saw the three young men being shot by a European soldier with a weapon, not a pistol 
but I suspect a jungle carbine, from a distance of approximately 1.5 meters. When they 
lay on the ground they were still moving, after which I saw another soldier give them 
a mercy shot in the head with a pistol.” 29 Welling reported that one of his colleagues, a 
camera man, had also been present during the action to shoot film images.

What followed this whistleblower report is revealing. 30 First, the head of the Army 
Commander’s Cabinet, Lieutenant-Colonel K. J. Luchsinger, when he received word 
of these allegations immediately — even before informing the army commander him-
self — asked the commander of the paratroopers through a private, confidential note 
whether he could invalidate the accusations. Luchsinger simultaneously asked the ter-
ritorial commander responsible for the whole action in Jambi for his comments on 
the matter. 31

Captain W. D. H. Eekhout, the commander of the paratroopers, was swift in his 
indignant rebuttal. He conceded that due to the chaotic situation some civilians may 
have died, but he was adamant that his paratroopers were much too professional for 
the kind of behavior of which they were being accused. They had been confronted with 
“fanatical” opponents, not all of whom had been clothed in uniform. Eekhout stated: 
“That as a consequence the paratroopers may have been quicker to open fire on civilians 
who refused to surrender or were running away, should be understandable. . . . Indeed, 
we are not used to wait passively. But that the paratroopers during the raid would have 
shot constantly at civilians (innocents) I can hardly imagine. . . . Most certainly, no 
shooting occurred for the mere reason of raising morale; such a thing is not necessary 
among the paratroopers.” 32

Lieutenant-Colonel F. Rietveld, the territorial commander ultimately responsi-
ble for the actions in and around Jambi, was even more straightforwardly dismissive 
of the reports, which he qualified as “grossly exaggerated.” He was adamant that para-
troopers had not fired unnecessarily, explaining that all Indonesian victims must have 
been plunderers who had been caught red-handed. The reports of theft and plunder 
by Dutch paratroopers were equally overblown. In fact, Rietveld explained, most of 
the thefts had probably been perpetrated by Indonesians themselves and especially by 
members of the Chinese minority. Rietveld conceded that the Dutch paratroopers had 
been somewhat unruly after the occupation of the city had been completed. Still, he re-
ported, “It is my conviction that paratroopers have not plundered in such a way that we 
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can speak of ‘plunder by the para company.’ Some individual cases may have occurred, 
but so far no complaints of this nature have reached me from the population.” Overall, 
Rietveld gave no evidence for his flat-out denials, and he did not interview witnesses, 
even though it is clear from his letter that he himself had only arrived in the city several 
hours after the occupation had been completed. 33

This is where the matter was laid to rest for the most part, a mere eleven days after 
the events. The Military Police did continue to look for the camera man, because he 
might have shot footage of the execution of the Red Cross members, material that was 
obviously deemed unfit to be published. 34 It is only because of this search for the cam-
era man that we can find several witness statements in the archives that provide credi-
ble evidence for the occurrence of this execution. 35 Furthermore, several months later, 
after numerous complaints had come in from the local population, the Military Police 
started an additional investigation into some reports of theft. It seems that none of these 
led to any further action, let alone prosecution, as those responsible could not be iden-
tified. 36 The reports of shootings of civilians were never further investigated.

R E N G AT A N D JA M B I I N H I S TO R I O G R A P H Y

As the exposé on the contemporary investigations into the affairs in Rengat and Jambi 
should make clear, the archival paperwork on Rengat is much more extensive than that 
on Jambi. This explains the difficulty in assessing the relative severity and extent of the 
violence in both these cases. It may well be that Rengat was a much larger and more se-
rious atrocity than Jambi, but we simply cannot know this because the sources do not 
allow us to make a clean comparison.

Precisely this problem has also dogged Dutch historiography. It is a common cho-
rus in the historiography that indigenous recruits in the Dutch colonial army, and in 
particular the Ambonese and Menadonese, were overrepresented as perpetrators of 
atrocities. Recently this point has been made by Gert Oostindie in the book Soldaat in 
Indonesië. Oostindie does not discuss the cases of Rengat and Jambi per se, but he does 
explain more generally — and rightly so — that some of the overrepresentation of in-
digenous recruits is likely due to biased reporting. 37 Nevertheless, the image of “dirty” 
indigenous troops versus “clean” Dutch troops lingers.

The first time that the cases discussed here were included in a historical study was 
in the so-called Excessennota (Memorandum on excesses), a government report from 
1969 that was later also published. 38 This report, though produced in a very short pe-
riod based on only a “cursory tour of the archives” and hence highly incomplete, 39 be-
came very important because it was frequently used by later historians as a primary 
source. In the report, the sources on Rengat are discussed quite extensively, confirming 
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an impression of substantive bloodletting. On Jambi, by contrast, the Excessennota only 
cites the categorical denial of any wrongdoing by the territorial commander, Rietveld. 
The execution of the three Red Cross members is also not mentioned. 40

In the previously mentioned canonic book about the Dutch special forces by De 
Moor, something similar happens. In his descriptions of the actions around Jambi and 
Rengat, De Moor mostly bases his statements on the internal sources of the military, re-
lying especially on the relevant reports by the responsible military commanders. He also 
uses the Excessennota extensively. De Moor describes the action against Jambi, but no-
where does he discuss the allegations of possible misdeeds. For Rengat, De Moor does 
discuss the atrocities, mainly because the Excessennota provides the relevant material. 41 
In fact, De Moor does note that the First Para Company received unexpectedly heavy 
resistance in Jambi, including surprise attacks from Indonesian civilians and soldiers 
without uniforms, creating confusion for the Dutch paratroopers. The problem is that 
De Moor’s main source for these assertions (which he presents as plain facts rather than 
allegations by a Dutch commander) is the very letter written by commander Eekhout 
to Lieutenant-Colonel Luchsinger, in which he was asked to defend his paratroopers 
against the allegations of misdeeds — hardly a neutral document! 42

The most recent book on this topic, De brandende kampongs van Generaal Spoor 
(The burning villages of General Spoor), by historian Rémy Limpach, gives the most 
detailed and balanced account to date of the Rengat affair, but again omits the Jambi af-
fair. 43 Limpach’s work is a wide-ranging and very critical study of atrocities perpetrated 
by the Dutch military during the Indonesian decolonization war, arguing that extreme 
violence was structural and covered up or even approved throughout all hierarchical 
layers of the army. At various points in his work, especially in the more reflective pas-
sages, Limpach addresses the relative brutality of soldiers from the (Dutch) Koninklijke 
Landmacht and the (largely mixed-race or indigenous) Koninklijk Nederlands Indisch 
Leger, explaining that the latter may have been overrepresented but emphasizing that 
the former were by no means blameless. 44 Nevertheless, in the choice of cases that he 
can discuss in more detail — which even in a voluminous work like this are necessarily 
limited — the bias of the availability of sources resurfaces: hence Rengat, but no Jambi, 
because for the latter the source material is too scarce or uncertain for a meticulous anal-
ysis. Thus, the biases of the contemporary sources remain with us.

The way in which historiography has generally tended to reproduce the bias of the 
archival sources is perhaps best illustrated in a passage from the conclusion of De Moor’s 
work. In this passage, he makes an interesting twist in his reasoning that brings him 
close to the argument made in this chapter, though he ultimately backs away from 
it. In discussing the propensity of the various special forces to perpetrate crimes, De 
Moor first concludes: “The overwhelming use of force characterized the conduct of 
the Special Forces in general. This applies both to the KST and to the Para Company.” 
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However, a few sentences later he discusses a major difference between KST and Para 
Company: the extent to which the rough-and-eager KST or Green Berets and their 
commander Raymond Westerling were the center of press publicity, compared to the 
relative quiet around the presumably more professional Para Company or Red Berets: 
“The Red Berets received much less public scrutiny. [. . . ] Although this unit matched 
the KST in their harsh conduct in the field, there are no examples known of excesses 
by the Para Company, such as those that occurred at the hands of KST soldiers at 
Yogyakarta and Kalioerang [another infamous atrocity, BL]. It seems that the conduct 
of the Paras has been harsh, but still more restrained [than that of the KST].” 45

Within these two sentences, De Moor first acknowledges that perhaps we simply do 
not know about any major atrocities by the Para Company merely because they were 
less closely scrutinized. But in the very next sentence, he turns around and takes that 
lack of reporting as a reason to conclude that the Paras were indeed less violent than 
their colleagues of the KST.

What, then, can we as historians do to avoid following the evidence of the colo-
nial archives too slavishly in studying wars like the Indonesian War of Independence? 
There is no easy solution. The colonial archive remains the most extensive and most 
complete record that we have. But there are avenues we can take. For one, we should be 
much more aware of the instances in which victims (and colonial subjects in general) 
do speak in the colonial archives, and pay them more heed. There is absolutely no rea-
son to lend the colonial officers or administrators compiling and summarizing the re-
ports more credibility than the subjects they are interviewing. 46 Second, we may use 
colonial archives as sources, but we should avoid letting the structure of the colonial 
archives guide the agenda and the structure of our research. There is simply no excuse 
for taking a list of incidents compiled by colonial authorities — let alone the hastily 
compiled Excessennota! — as the starting point and guiding path for our investigations. 
Sources from Indonesia and by Indonesians, both official and informal ones, are more 
fragmented and dispersed than the colonial archive, but ultimately plenty are available, 
and they pose different questions and use different categories if we take them as a start-
ing point. 47 Finally, and perhaps most banal, we should constantly question the biases 
and agenda of the sources that we do use.

C O N C LUS I O N: P E R S I S T E N T P R E J U D I C E S 
A N D E N TA N G L E D T E R RO RT I M E S

In this chapter I have argued, on the basis of a close reading of the cases of Jambi and 
Rengat, that Dutch historiography has tended to reproduce ethnically charged preju-
dices about the propensity for violence. At the time of the Indonesian decolonization 
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war, the Korps Speciale Troepen was generally perceived as a fascinating but ruthless 
and undisciplined group, grafted on the prewar military traditions of the colonial army. 
That image was amplified by the preponderance in this unit of Ambonese soldiers with 
long (family) traditions in the colonial army. Their harshness attracted some admira-
tion but was also increasingly the subject of condemnation; it was not “of the time.” 
Meanwhile, the predominant image of the First Para Company was one of hardened but 
professional, intelligent soldiers: a “modern” Western army. This is the image that the 
Paras liked to broadcast of themselves; recall Captain Eekhout’s adamant claim that the 
disciplined Paras did not need to resort to random violence. And this is also the image 
that has stuck in the historiography: De Moor in his book presents the same Captain 
Eekhout as the embodiment of a modern, “professional,” and technically and admin-
istratively proficient soldier, especially compared to the stormier image of his counter-
part, Captain Raymond Westerling. 48

To maintain this professional ethos, the Para Company, in contrast to the KST, pre-
ferred to recruit primarily Dutch soldiers. And also because of that ethos and image, ru-
mors about inappropriate conduct by the Paras were simply brushed aside as implausi-
ble. The silence of the archives on the behaviour of the First Para Company is deafening 
and highly consequential. The Para Company was supposed to be the epitome of sophis-
ticated, targeted, modern warfare, and as such was contrasted with the rougher, atavistic 
side of the colonial military medallion embodied in the KST. Because this bias has influ-
enced the focus of the archival and other sources, its legacy remains with us today in the 
historiography of this conflict. The image of dirty indigenous troops versus clean Dutch 
troops is persistent; one could call it an ethnically inflected equivalent to the German 
Wehrmachtsmythos. We may never know the extent to which this ethnically inflected 
contrast reflected reality. But as historians, it behooves us at least to question more thor-
oughly whether we are not inadvertently mirroring the colonial biases of our sources.
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Jihad Made in Germany ? Creating Terrorscapes 
through German Undercover Intelligence 
Operations against Britain and Russia in 

Afghanistan, India , and Persia during the First 
World War: An Entangled Histor y of Violence

Michael Mayer

I N T RO D U C T I O N

O
ur consuls . . . have to lead the whole Mohammedan world . . . 
to ferocious insurrection.” On the eve of hostilities, Emperor Wilhelm II issued 
this order at the end of July 1914 to defeat the enemies of the German Reich. 

The emperor believed that “England, Russia and France have agreed . . . to begin a war of 
annihilation against us.” 1 By embracing the “whole Mohammedan world” Wilhelm ex-
plicitly considered transnational spaces that he wanted to transform into terrorscapes to 
harm his adversaries. Brand-new geopolitical concepts considering large spaces were com-
bined with new military insurgency strategies supposed to support traditional military ac-
tion on battlefields. 2 War began to change into its “modern version” of the twentieth cen-
tury, which included large-scale atrocities against civilians as well as total war. Germans 
thus connected terrortimes and terrorscapes and created an entangled history of violence.

This chapter examines the development of terrorscapes by using the example of 
German warfare in the so-called Orient. This term was used in Europe to describe a 
space comprising not only the Middle East but sometimes even South Asia and North 
Africa. It has to be used very cautiously because it conveys specific European colonial 
images of this region, ranging from irrational longing for the sweetness of the “Orient” 

“
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to racist notions of superiority. This term is nevertheless employed in this chapter to 
capture the spatial notions used by Europeans to describe Northern Africa, the Middle 
East, and South Asia and to show how his term was weaponized to create terrorscapes.

When the First World War broke out, German officials started considering how to 
set on fire the highly sensitive region at the interface between the British, French, and 
Russian spheres of influence to inflict damage upon their enemies. The Germans iden-
tified a continuous area extending from Morocco, Algeria, and Egypt to the Caucasus, 
Persia, Afghanistan, and India. This space should be transformed into a terrorscape by in-
stigating the local Muslim population to rise up against the British, French, and Russian 
rulers. The Islamic tradition of holy war was used to fan the fire. Here, the Ottoman 
Empire, which was a German ally, held all the cards. Sultan Mehmed V, caliph of Islam, 
was the nominal head of Muslims worldwide. Only he could proclaim the global jihad. 
Using the concept of jihad, the Germans wanted to establish an identity-creating narrative 
to encourage the disparate local groups in the region to take joint action with Germany.

By using the selected example, this chapter examines the theme “Asymmetric Power 
Relations” identified in the introduction to this book. It therefore asks how the German 
Reich resorted to asymmetric forms of violence — in this case jihad — as a means to fight 
more powerful adversaries in the Orient, like Britain, France, and Russia. What was 
the impact of the German external actor coming into a region that had a years-long ex-
perience of violent suppression of the local population by European colonial powers? 
In which way did this experience facilitate the creation of terrorscapes? By using this 
example, the chapter illustrates the impact of actions of state or nonstate actors in cer-
tain terrorscapes during extraordinary terrortimes. Furthermore, the it shows to what 
extent this constitutes a transnational entangled history of violence.

The chapter also explores how the concept of inciting popular uprisings became 
part of German military planning before 1914, and how this tactic took shape after the 
beginning of the First World War. The following section examines which actions the 
Germans took in the first months of the war to realize their jihad planning. The last 
section is devoted to one of the key terrorscapes: the region comprising Afghanistan, 
India, and Persia, which was of central importance for the Germans.

T H E C O N C E P T O F I N C I T I N G P O P U L A R 
U P R I S I N G S A N D G E R M A N M I L I TA RY 

P L A N N I N G T H RO U G H FA L L 1914

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, military planners recognized the full sig-
nificance of popular uprisings when they realized how much difficulty the French army 
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encountered with the Spanish independence movement and its guerrilla tactics during 
the Peninsular War between 1807 and 1814. Prussia first thought of implementing this 
new military strategy in its war against the Habsburg Empire in 1866, as France had 
done in its conflict with Vienna in 1859. In the following years, Prussian and German 
militaries discussed how to direct the insurrection strategy against Britain, France, or 
Russia by abusing independence movements in their spheres of influence. Emperor 
Wilhelm II was notably enthusiastic about the idea of using the military potential of 
colonial, particularly Islamic, insurrections for German warfare. For this purpose, he 
successfully presented the German Reich as a power protecting the Islamic world, for 
instance during his journey to the Orient in 1898. 3 For the emperor, insurgencies of 
apparently fanatical Muslims seemed to be particularly advantageous for Germany, a 
country that did not rule over followers of Islam, while most Muslim subjects lived in 
the British, French, and Russians empires. Considering the constant Muslim uprisings 
in the these empires’ spheres of influence — the insurrections in the Caucasus against 
Russia in the 1820s, the Mahdist War against Britain in Sudan (1881 – 99), and the con-
tinuous rebellions in French Algeria, to name just a few — a jihad seemed highly prom-
ising in times of war.

One region in particular stood out: the seemingly conflict-ridden Islamic world 
from Northern Africa through the Middle East all the way to India. At the beginning 
of the war, the emperor’s appeal to “the whole Mohammedan world” was further spec-
ified. 4 On August 5, 1914, German chief of staff Helmut von Moltke stated in a mem-
orandum for the Foreign Office: “The insurrection of India and Egypt . . . is of utmost 
importance.” A war alliance with the Ottoman Empire, which remained broadly neu-
tral until November 1914, would allow Germany to “realize this idea and to arouse 
Islamic fanaticism.” 5 Shortly afterward, Wilhelm II took the initiative and cabled to 
the Ottoman war minister, Enver Pascha: “Turkey has to strike out. His Majesty the 
Sultan has to call Muslims in Asia, India, Egypt, Africa for Jihad for the caliphate.” 6 
The propositions of the German emperor fell on understanding ears. On August 18, 
the German ambassador in Constantinople, Hans von Wangenheim, reported Enver 
Pascha’s response: “His Majesty’s wish to revolutionize the Islamic world has already 
been prepared for some time.” 7 A few days after the British, French, and Russian dec-
laration of war against the Ottoman Empire, Sultan Mehmed V called for jihad, on 
November 11, 1914. In his appeal he accused the three European powers in the Orient 
of suppressing “millions of Muslims.” 8

To realize the German insurrection plans, the Foreign Office established the 
Intelligence Agency for the Orient. Max von Oppenheim, head of this new service, 
was a famous expert on “Oriental affairs” and had excellent contacts due to his many 
trips to the region and observer status at the German consulate general in Cairo be-
tween 1896 and 1909. The object of the Intelligence Agency was to coordinate German 
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propaganda activities in the Islamic world. This seemed to be necessary to break the 
British news monopoly, which London used to spread false information or half-truths 
about the Central Powers in its sphere of influence. Berlin had a clear idea why the 
British acted this way: “The Oriental peoples under British domination and occupa-
tion like Indians, Egyptians etc.,” Oppenheim wrote to Reich Chancellor Theobald 
von Bethmann Hollweg on August 15, 1914, should be prevented from “taking advan-
tage of the world war to shake off the yoke.” 9

In fall of 1914, Oppenheim submitted a memorandum, “Revolutionizing the Islamic 
Territories of Our Enemies,” to present concrete guidelines on how to proceed. 10 To es-
tablish successful counterpropaganda, newspapers and pamphlets were to be provided. 
These printed materials should be brought to the region by using intermediaries like 
German missionary stations or schools, banks, and merchants on-site, but also Islamic 
religious brotherhoods, Muslim merchants, and owners of firms with a large network 
of branches. 11 In addition it was planned to build up a wireless telegraphic net, which 
should encompass the entire Orient, all the way to Persia and Afghanistan. Thus, the 
whole region, including the “enemy Islamic territories” like India, should be flooded 
with German propaganda. 12

In addition to the intended propaganda, Oppenheim planned the “direct in-
citement and support of insurrections against our enemies.” For this, he concluded, 
Germany needed to provide “humans, money and materials”: “Only with very much 
effort satisfying results can be achieved.” Nevertheless, the effort seemed worthwhile, 
because “if the Turks invade Egypt and insurgencies are spreading in India, England will 
be worn down.” Oppenheim calculated that the German insurrection strategy would 
cost 100 million marks. 13 All in all, the Germans tried to create terrorscapes via propa-
ganda, bribes, transfer of arms and military equipment, and the deployment of German 
officers to train rebels and to coordinate local uprisings. Was this enough to establish 
terrorscapes? How successful were these efforts?

I N S U RG E N C Y A N D J I H A D “M A D E 
I N G E R M A N Y ” I N T H E F I R S T 

M O N T H S O F T H E WA R

Immediately after the outbreak of the war, the concrete implementation of the elab-
orated plans started. On August 14, 1914, Enver Pascha rejoiced: “Preparations made 
for insurrections in Caucasus, Bagdad, Bengasi, Egypt, Jerusalem.” 14 Berlin and 
Constantinople agreed “that the success of the operations to revolutionize the Islamic 
world essentially depend on the supply of arms and munitions to the different insurgent 
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areas.” 15 Yet Berlin deplored that it had not reacted to Arabic requests for help against 
Britain and France in the previous years based on the consideration that a mutual un-
derstanding remained possible. 16 Therefore, at the outbreak of the war Germany wanted 
to act as quickly as possible. On August 6, 1914, only a few days after the German dec-
laration of war against its enemies, Ambassador Wangenheim requested the following 
from Berlin: “Supply of as many rifles and munitions of any kind and quality as possi-
ble necessary to intensify insurrections in Egypt, Tripoli, Tunis, Persia, Afghanistan, 
India. Uprisings are breaking out in the Caucasus and Azerbaijan.” 17 Through a va-
riety of channels, weapons and funds reached the areas to be incited, sometimes di-
rectly via the Ottoman Empire. At the end of November 1914, to cite one example, 
twenty-six railway wagons filled with weapons and munitions left Germany heading 
toward Constantinople. 18 They contained, among other things, twenty-three thousand 
rifles, thirty machine guns, and ammunition. The weapons were mostly smuggled into 
the Caucasus and Persia. 19 In January 1915, after various individual payments, 2.9 mil-
lion gold marks were brought to Constantinople to have enough money at German dis-
posal to bribe local chieftains and eminent personalities. In February and March 1915, 
the Foreign Office provided first another 2 and then another 8 million marks for insur-
rections. 20 Further sums followed.

Which immediate measures were taken in the various regions to create terrorscapes 
in Northern Africa and the Orient? The Mannesmann brothers, who had founded the 
Mannesmann-Marokko Kompanie in 1909, were responsible for “inciting natives in 
Morocco with pamphlets etc. against the French rule.” They had close contacts with 
the famous rebel leader Mulai Ahmed er Raisuli, who was in command of an army 
of insurgents of the Rif tribes, who fought the Spanish and the French in 1909 and 
1921. 21 Weapons organized by the German consulate general in Barcelona, the center 
of arms smuggling to Africa at that time, reached Morocco via intermediaries. 22 One 
of the brothers, Otto Mannesmann, was sent to Tripoli to incite uprisings in French 
territories in Algeria and Tunisia. He was equipped with printing machines to dupli-
cate pamphlets and appeals in Arabic. To distribute them, he was given a large num-
ber of balloons: “With the help of these balloons it will be intended to distribute ap-
peals among the Arabic population in Tunis and Algeria to create unrest in the French 
North African territories.” His contacts with the Senussi, a Sufi Islamic brotherhood, 
were expected to support his propaganda activity. The son of the famous Algerian free-
dom fighter Abdelkader El Djezairi, Emir Said, promised to “take action against the 
French with 500 horsemen, if the necessary funds would be provided.” Berlin immedi-
ately made available a larger sum. 23

In Egypt, Max von Oppenheim reactivated his long-standing contacts and dis-
patched confidants to “incite unrest among the natives.” The Egyptian National 
Agitation Committee in Geneva planned to interrupt the water pipe to Port Said to 
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disrupt the operation of the Suez Canal. 24 Berlin wanted to support these activities and 
provided 2 million marks. 25 In addition, emissaries were sent to the western parts of 
the Ottoman Empire to prepare an eventual invasion of Egypt by inciting local tribes 
against British rule. 26 Here, the Germans deliberately identified transnational terror-
scapes: “One might hope that an insurrection in Egypt spreads out via Mecca and the 
rest of the Islamic world to India.” 27

The Caucasus, with its large Muslim population, also came into German focus. Here 
the Russians could be harmed by inciting insurrections of Muslims or by supporting lo-
cal independence movements. Constantinople asked the Germans on August 9, 1914, 
to back the “already initiated measures to revolutionize the Caucasus.” 28 Only days later 
Berlin approved the delivery of four thousand rifles. 29 The Germans also supported al-
ready ongoing Georgian insurrections with large sums of money, which were used to 
buy more weapons. By December 1914 700,000 Swiss francs had been paid in cash to 
franc-tireurs and saboteurs in the Caucasus. 30 Ambassador Wangenheim was pleased 
to cable to Berlin that “the number of Muslim insurgents has risen to 50,000.” 31

The World Zionist Organization, founded by Theodor Herzl, which was headed 
by the Berlin University professor Otto Warburg, also agreed to support the German 
plans. The Foreign Office rejoiced in view of its one hundred thousand open members 
and an unknown number of secret members worldwide: “The organization of Zionism 
represents a tool of inestimable value for our intelligence and our agitation abroad.” 
Agents of the organization, especially in Constantinople and Jaffa, periodically received 
the telegrams of the German news agency Wolffs Telegraphisches Bureau to spread “au-
thentic news about the war events” in the Orient. 32

The presence of thousands of pilgrims in Mecca, Medina, and Jeddah on the occa-
sion of the autumnal pilgrimages was used to spread pro-German news in the Orient 
all the way to Afghanistan and India. Therefore, the Germans especially provided the 
sacred sites of Islam with propaganda material and let Muslims carry out the distri-
bution. 33 On the last day of the religious celebrations in Mecca and Medina in fall of 
1914, all believers received a pamphlet “which called for struggle against the oppres-
sors of Islam and for support of Germany.” 34 Berlin’s hope for close cooperation with 
the Muslim faithful was not in vain. On August 29, 1914, Ambassador Wangenheim 
received the sharifs of Mecca and Medina, that is, the descendants of the Prophet 
Mohammed. They congratulated him on the German victories and stated: “All Muslims 
see in Germany the saviour from the English and French yoke. In all mosques of Arabia, 
but also in Mecca and Medina, people pray for the German victory day-to-day.” 35

All in all, diverse actions, individuals, and tribes in various regions were supported. 
Taken together, all these measures aimed to create interconnected terrorscapes. 
However, the German insurrection strategy in the Orient was only an additional el-
ement of warfare, as the Foreign Office stated as early as September 1914, because it 
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largely “depends on victories in Europe and the intervention of Turkey”; 36 the different 
terrorscapes in Europe and the Orient were thus closely entangled. Without the propa-
ganda effect of a predictable German final victory over its opponents, the hesitant lead-
ers in the Orient would not dare to wage open war against Britain, France, or Russia. 
Moreover, direct German potential influence was naturally quite limited because the 
German military command wanted to use all available funds for the European battle-
grounds. Therefore, Berlin depended on the Ottoman Empire to remain cooperative 
and militarily successful, with German help. In the event of Ottoman defeats in the 
Orient, the entire German insurrection strategy would be worthless.

T H E G E R M A N I N S U R R E C T I O N S T R AT E GY 
I N A F G H A N I S TA N, I N D I A ,  A N D P E R S I A

India seemed particularly prone to a revolution incited by German action that could 
have a devastating impact on Britain. Max von Oppenheim therefore stated: “If the do-
mestic stability of this region was deeply disturbed, England would be forced to send 
a major part of its fleet to India to protect uncountable British interests, the numerous 
Britons und the British international standing. The British public opinion would add 
another piece and soon England would see the necessity to conclude a peace agreement 
with us that suits us.” 37 The German administration consciously considered large geo-
graphic spaces where violence should be sparked, especially Afghanistan and Northern 
India. Or, as Oppenheim put it, the “most dangerous for the English” would be these 
“mountain people, mostly Muslims.” They were “the only ones who are well armed.” 38 
The British were also aware of this danger. Lieutenant Colonel Charles Archer, chief 
commissioner of the Indian region of Balochistan, stated in August 1916 that uprisings 
had occurred on the frontier from India to Afghanistan “that may be charged up di-
rectly to the account of England’s enemies,” that is, Turkey and Germany: “Should such 
efforts succeed, there is no doubt that Afghanistan could make us a certain amount of 
trouble.” 39

In the German view, Afghanistan had to fulfil a particular role. This country under 
British influence owned a relatively well-equipped army of fifty-thousand fighters. In 
Kabul there were even factories to produce rifles and cannons. Everything seemed to fit 
perfectly: “The intervention of an Afghan army, especially with Turkish and German of-
ficers would make a great impression on India and would represent a fundamental dan-
ger for the British rule there. . . . Already for a long time England fears that Afghanistan 
could intervene during a world war.” 40 This would allow Kabul to get rid of the fac-
tual British dominance over the country. Therefore, Arthur Zimmermann, undersec-
retary of state at the Foreign Office, opined that “influencing the Emir of Afghanistan 
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would be the best way to achieve the objective of an insurrection in British India.” 41 The 
Germans had already sent a former employee of the Indian government and others into 
the region to support German propaganda efforts. 42 At the same time, Constantinople 
had a permanent link to the Muslims in India at its disposal. 43

On August 14, 1914, Berlin received a long-awaited message. Enver Pascha informed 
them that his emissaries had told him that the emir of Afghanistan was “ready for any 
hostile action against England and Russia.” 44 Now it seemed possible to realize the 
German plans and to create terrorscapes in the Orient to harm the enemies of the Reich. 
Detailed preparations for a revolution in India immediately started. Enver Pascha asked 
to dispatch twenty to thirty German officers to Constantinople. They were supposed 
to be assigned to an Ottoman military mission tasked to persuade Afghanistan to take 
up the fight against Britain. The officers had to provide military assistance and train-
ing to enable the Afghan army to invade its neighboring country. 45 At the beginning, 
the “secret mission to the Emir” should only “carefully provide information,” but at a 
chosen point the officers were authorized to promise British and Russian territories 
to the emir. To prepare the ground for the expedition, emissaries were sent to Western 
Afghanistan to build up an “intelligence and spy network.” 46 However, when the first 
German advance party arrived in Constantinople in September 1914, it quickly came 
to the sobering conclusion that Berlin had been dazzled by the alleged Ottoman prepa-
rations for the Afghanistan expedition. The head of the German delegation, Wilhelm 
Wassmuss, bitterly remarked that Constantinople “has not yet been concerned with 
the question how the plan could be realized.” This turned out to be even more frus-
trating since “the Foreign Office had already spent a considerable amount of money” 
for the realization of the expedition. Furthermore, more than twenty officers and ex-
perts, followed by weapons, equipment items, and gifts for the emir, were underway. 47

As a result, Wassmuss accelerated the preparations. It was planned that the expe-
dition should be accompanied by an Ottoman military unit of one thousand soldiers 
when crossing Persia to reach Afghanistan in case the Persian tribes gave them an un-
friendly welcome. If some of the tribes seemed hostile, “a Turkish division” should clear 
the way. 48 Yet the Ottoman invasion of Northern Persia and the Caucasus in November 
1914 changed priorities. From now on Constantinople’s interest in the expedition was 
nil. The Germans had to try to “achieve their aim on their own.” 49

In January 1915 the expedition traveled to Baghdad. 50 Shortly afterward the Persian 
border was crossed. The Germans actually felt much safer without Ottoman accom-
paniment because according to the new head of the Afghanistan expedition, First 
Lieutenant Oskar von Niedermayer, “the Germans were met with more sympathy than 
the Turks” in Persia. He added, in view of past Ottoman assaults against Persian tribes, 
“Our task is not to constantly make up for Turkish mistakes.” 51 For the time being, the 
Germans had to stop in Persia because as Christians they needed the permission of the 
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emir to cross the border into Afghanistan. The resulting downtime was to be used to 
promote the insurrection of Persia, a semiautonomous country dominated by Britain 
and Russia. 52 The Germans planned to weaponize internal conflicts between the cen-
tral government in Tehran and local chieftains, who enjoyed a high degree of auton-
omy. Money and delivery of arms were intended to incite tribes against the British and 
Russian troops in the country. Yet the main target was to take over the Persian gendar-
merie, which was commanded by Swedish officers. This armed force had not received 
its pay regularly because of empty coffers in Tehran. Furthermore, the Swedish officers 
and their Persian crew were glad to be able to fight the much-hated British and Russians. 
The Germans promised regular pay as well as future employment in the German colo-
nies, generous pensions, and German nationality. 53 From January 1915 on Berlin spent 
100,000 to 120,000 Persian toman monthly for the troop of ten thousand soldiers and 
provided 206,000 toman for credits. 54 With the help of the gendarmerie the Germans 
were able to temporarily gain control over large parts of Middle Persia, especially the 
region around Kermanshah, Isfahan, and Tehran. 55

Wassmuss and a group of German and Indian companions moved on to Southern 
Persia to incite local chieftains against the British. 56 The rest of the group, headed by 
Niedermayer, went to Tehran to create unrest in Middle and Northern Persia. 57 All in 
all the Germans succeeded in arming their sympathizers. In the following months the 
British and Russian consulates in Western and Southern Persia, like Isfahan, Kerman, 
Shiraz, and Yazd, had to be abandoned. British and Russians only felt safe in those parts 
of the country where regular British or Russian troops were deployed. 58 In Southwest 
Persia, in the region around the cities Shiraz and Yazd, Wassmuss succeeded in incit-
ing local tribes. For several months vast areas, including the city of Shiraz, fell into the 
hands of the rebels. Not until the beginning of 1919 could the uprising be quashed. The 
British Secret Service estimated that Wassmuss, the “German Lawrence of Arabia” and 
“Chief German Intriguer in South Persia,” 59 had brought together a troop of three hun-
dred Germans and Austrians (many of whom had fled from Russian prisoner of war 
camps in the Caucasus to Persia), fifty Ottomans and Indians, and around twenty thou-
sand Persians. 60 Over time the British army had to deploy forty thousand soldiers in 
Persia and make use of massive repression to be able to transform the terrorscape back 
into a shaky peacescape. 61

Altogether, the German commitment largely depended on the military action of the 
Ottoman Empire. The Persian terrorscape was closely linked to other terrorscapes in 
the Caucasus or Mesopotamia. When the sultan’s army suffered several severe defeats 
against the British and the Russians throughout the year 1915, the Persian tribes started 
turning away from the Central Powers. Nevertheless, the German expedition stayed the 
course. The troops left for Afghanistan in June 1915 and reached Kabul on October 22, 
1915. The emir welcomed the Germans kindly, knowing that he could use the delegation 
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as leverage against the British, who wanted to prevent an alliance between Afghanistan 
and Germany at any price. In the following months, the supporters of a continued 
pact with Britain at the court in Kabul sparred with those who preferred Germany. In 
January 1916, a bilateral friendship treaty in fairly general terms was signed between 
Afghanistan and Germany. Yet the emir did not want to commit fully as long as he 
was not sure which party would win the war. So far, he signalized his negotiating part-
ners his demands to switch sides: one hundred thousand modern rifles, three hundred 
modern cannons including accessories, and subsidies amounting to 10 million pounds. 
While waiting for new instructions from Berlin regarding the emir’s demands, the 
Germans trained the heads of the Afghan army in general staff courses, and they taught 
the Afghans how to use machine guns and large artillery. However, the British did not 
remain inactive. They increased their subsidies paid to the emir and could thus suc-
cessfully prevent an Afghan defection. The emir was also aware that faraway Germany 
would not be much help in a struggle against Britain. 62 In May 1916, the German expedi-
tion left Kabul to return home. The majority of the group chose the direct way through 
Persia even though this seemed dangerous due to the advancing British and Russian 
troops. A smaller group, led by the diplomat Werner Otto von Hentig, who had worked 
for the German diplomatic missions in Peking, Constantinople, and Tehran, preferred 
the eastern route. Crossing the Himalayas, Hentig arrived in China, whence he left 
for the United States. There he received a very friendly welcome, which annoyed the 
British. The Secret Service (MI5) could not fathom how “naive” the Americans were: 
“It looks as though the Americans so admired von Hentig’s pluck, that they were anx-
ious to do all they could to help him.” 63 On June 9, 1917, Hentig finally reached Berlin. 64

Even if the German action in Persia and Afghanistan was rather limited, it still seemed 
important to London. This is evident from the way the British reacted: throughout the 
entire interwar period, any international letter to Niedermayer, Hentig, or others was 
intercepted by the British Secret Service. Furthermore, significant efforts were made to 
locate and punish Persian tribes as well as Swedish or Swiss accomplices of the Germans, 
whereby the latter only had to face expulsion from Persia. 65 There was even more fall-
out from the German involvement during the First World War; some of the families of 
chieftains whom the British colonial power had imprisoned and expropriated received 
compensation payments from the German government in the 1920s. 66 But traces of 
the “jihad made in Germany” can be found in the archives even for the period after the 
Second World War. One of the sons of a Persian chieftain who was fighting alongside 
the Germans in the Fars province in southwest Persia applied for asylum in the Federal 
Republic of Germany in the 1960s. He claimed that the shah’s regime had imprisoned 
and killed his father in 1930 as punishment for his pro-German behavior. On March 7, 
1967, the son was recognized as a political refugee due to the prospect of his being perse-
cuted by the regime; the story of his father had only marginal effects on this decision. 67
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C O N C LUS I O N

At the beginning of the First World War, the German Empire identified a geographi-
cal space between Northern Africa and Afghanistan/India that it sought to transform 
into a terrorscape. This appeared to be quite easy because the Muslim population ap-
parently was ready to use violence when called to jihad against the British, French, and 
Russian foreign rulers. The traditional positive image of Germany as protector of Islam 
helped to support Berlin’s planning, as did the long-term frustration of people in the 
Orient with the European colonial powers. Berlin also benefited from the perception 
that the Germans were not seeking territorial annexations. Germany succeeded in turn-
ing parts of the region into a terrorscape because the strategies of domination carried 
out by the British, French, and Russians had long been based on the use of violence to 
suppress local independence movements. Violence had become the preferred strategy 
for the assertion of interests in the Orient. Hence little was needed for an external actor 
to incite insurrections and to coordinate them; decades of anger and frustration could 
easily be used by German officers.

In the long run, the German efforts failed, for a variety reasons. For the German lead-
ership the insurrection strategy represented a minor aspect of the war. Only small sums 
were spent to support the uprisings, and few German officers were sent to the region. 
They could not count on much assistance from the Ottoman Empire and mostly had to 
act on their own. All in all, Constantinople was the decisive factor. The Ottomans bla-
tantly aimed at annexing parts of the neighboring countries, which is why local chief-
tains hesitated to ally themselves closely with Constantinople. Political, cultural, and 
religious (Sunnis vs. Shiites) differences had an inhibiting effect on the unfolding of ter-
rorscapes. The interests of the Ottomans and their neighbors were too different. There 
did not seem much advantage in exchanging one regime, the British and Russians, for 
another, the Ottomans. Furthermore, the defeats of the sultan’s army had the effect that 
local chieftains turned away from the Central Powers and — out of pragmatic consider-
ations — accepted British or Russian rule again. However, the colonial powers were not 
able to get rid of the violence incited by the Germans in the long run. It was impossible 
for them to completely restore peace in the terrorscapes. In Persia, Shah Reza Pahlavi 
succeeded in liberating the country from British and Russian rule in 1921. The German 
action had shown the Persian national movement that the British and the Russians were 
not invincible. German propaganda efforts and measures to coordinate the actions of 
different tribes had long-term effects.

In Afghanistan, Emir Amanullah Khan came into power at the beginning of 1919. 
He had been the head of the pro-German faction at court and had been in close con-
tact with Niedermayer and Hentig. Shortly after that he started the third Anglo-Afghan 
War in May 1919 by invading Northern India. In a way, he implemented the German 
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planning. After a month-long stalemate, Britain finally concluded a peace treaty in 
August 1919. Now Afghanistan was a fully independent state, and Amanullah became 
the first emir to modernize the country on Western designs. In 1926 he signed the 
Afghan-German friendship treaty, an extension of the bilateral treaty concluded in 
1916 during the stay of the Afghanistan expedition in Kabul. After Britain and Russia, 
“there was now a third European power steadily gaining traction in Kabul, and that 
was Germany.” 68

In conclusion, this chapter has identified an entangled history of violence in inter-
woven and mutually responding terrorscapes. The actions on European or Asian bat-
tlefields had a large impact on how violence developed in other parts of the world. 
Victories and defeats were especially noticed in areas with smoldering conflicts between 
the local population and the ruling European colonial powers. Here it was easy for an 
external actor like Germany to incite insurrections. Transnational terrorscapes could 
be created with few ingredients: an oppressive power, which was not considered a le-
gitimate ruler by the population; local personalities willing to take up the fight; an ex-
ternal actor who provided money, weapons, and propaganda; and finally a unique ter-
rortime, which seemed to carry the opportunity to succeed.

The Germans, like their Allied adversaries, made use of violence to gain or regain 
control over terrorscapes in somewhat similar ways. 69 Especially the Allies, as seen in 
Persia, extensively made use of violence to suppress the uprisings incited by German 
insurrectionists, which threatened their power base in the region. Yet there is no ev-
idence of a potential for mass destruction — other than in the European theater — to 
become actual. 70 The reason for that might be that the asymmetry of power between 
the small German deployment and the Allied forces was far too overwhelming to allow 
any hazardous German move based on large-scale atrocities to have a chance to succeed. 
Therefore, violence didn’t develop there as it did in other terrorscapes.
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O F G E N O C I D E
Imperialism and the Question of 
Genocide in Colonial-Era Africa

Jason Bruner

I N T RO D U C T I O N

I 
explore two overarching questions in this chapter. Why are the 
terms genocide and cultural genocide so infrequently applied to African experiences 
in colonial-era Africa, as compared in particular to Australia and Native America? 

Is there a meaningful connection between genocide, variously defined, and settler co-
lonialism, as distinct from other forms of imperialism? The historical record provides 
few easy answers to these questions. It does show that a number of regions of colonial 
Africa were subject to many, if not most, of the same cultural, political, economic, reli-
gious, and biological forces that could be found in Australia or North America, which 
scholars have described in those contexts as genocide. These experiences, however, have 
much more infrequently been described as genocidal with respect to colonial Africa, 
even with a broadened version of the United Nations (UN) 1948 Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide definition, which locates geno-
cide less in the intentional development of a campaign of systematic or bureaucratized 
slaughter and more in the long-term processes that were nevertheless imbued with a “ra-
cial eliminationist ideology.” 1 Discussions of genocide and Africa are typically limited to 
instances of mass violence in contexts like German Southwest Africa, Rwanda, or Sudan. 2

This chapter is not a historical overview of all genocides that have happened in 
Africa. 3 Rather, what follows is a review of pertinent literature on the subject of 
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European colonialism and the question of genocide. First, I conclude that within the 
broad field of African studies, historical analysis has tended to prioritize African agency, 
as opposed to making arguments about classifying the kinds of violence experienced by 
Africans under European imperial influences. Second, I question the preoccupation 
with settler colonialism as a rubric for assessing the genocidal character of European 
imperialism in colonial-era Africa.

I M P E R I A L I S M , C O L O N I A L I S M , 
A N D G E N O C I D E

The scholarship on imperialism or colonialism is voluminous, just as the literature on 
genocide has expanded enormously in recent decades. Studies that connect imperial-
ism and the question of genocide, however, are relatively new, and those that pertain to 
imperialism and genocide in colonial-era Africa are few. The scholarship on colonialism 
and genocide, however, has not only brought historiographically neglected instances 
and processes of violence to the fore but has also led to a vigorous debate regarding the 
assumptions that have been imbedded within the concept of genocide, particularly as it 
was defined and institutionalized in the UN Convention. Article II of the Convention 
states: “In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts commit-
ted with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious 
group, as such: (a) Killing members of the group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental 
harm to members of the group; (c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of 
life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part; (d) Imposing 
measures intended to prevent births within the group; (e) Forcibly transferring chil-
dren of the group to another group.” 4

With respect to discussions of colonial-era violence and genocide, the most relevant 
of these challenged assumptions has to do with the issue of “intent to destroy.” 5 That 
is, if genocide is primarily a crime, then how might one locate sufficient historical evi-
dence to substantiate the intent of Western colonists to eliminate Native or Indigenous 
peoples? In colonial contexts, such intent is often difficult to find because the processes 
and policies that resulted in excessive death do not always resemble models of criminal 
intent established by the Nuremberg Trials or the International Criminal Tribunal for 
Rwanda. It can be particularly challenging to identify eliminationist intent that con-
stitutes the crime of genocide as defined by the UN when addressing the deadly spread 
of diseases due both to lack of immunity and to changed social conditions brought on 
by colonialism. Still, as Patrick Brantlinger has demonstrated, “extinction discourse” 
was pervasive and common within nineteenth-century Western literature, policy de-
bates, and culture. 6 In some colonial contexts, however, there might be a scant historical 
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record because the documents did not exist in the first place, or because they were later 
destroyed or concealed. 7 Furthermore, colonial-era policies, as manifested, for example, 
in laws that prohibited or deeply altered rituals, marriage and family relations, plant-
ing and hunting, and so on, often blur the line that discursively distinguishes between 
genocide and cultural genocide.

The result of these processes, circumstances, and policies was, in many cases, the de-
struction or disintegration of a people “as such.” For these reasons, scholars of colonial 
genocides, especially in Australia, New Zealand, and the American West, have some-
times questioned the criteria of establishing clear criminal intent on the part of colonists 
or colonial bureaucrats in order to describe these catastrophically deadly histories as 
“genocidal.” 8 In some modern colonial contexts, therefore, the concept of genocide as a 
historical descriptor would appear to conflict with the notion of the crime of genocide. 
While the concept of genocide grew out of Western modernity, including its political, 
anthropological, legal, and moral sensibilities, Raphael Lemkin, who coined the term, 
insisted that it was a recurring feature of human societies, one that was frequently asso-
ciated with imperial expansion. His development of the concept, how that concept was 
codified in the UN Convention, and whether there is a substantial gap between the two 
have been the subjects of a recurring historiographical debate. 9 Lemkin’s use of histori-
cal examples involving imperialism and genocide suggests complex (if not entirely con-
sistent) interrelations among them. On the one hand, Lemkin condemned forms of co-
lonial violence that later scholars and activists would identify as being “genocidal” (such 
as enslavement or the removal of Native and Aboriginal children and placing them in 
boarding schools). But he also held out the possibility of a beneficent, civilizing end 
of Western imperial expansion. 10 Still, Lemkin’s formulation and use of the concept of 
genocide seems to be more expansive and less particularly legal, when compared with 
the UN Convention. In this sense, many of the studies that use the term genocide to de-
scribe colonial policies, outcomes, and violence can often be termed “neo-Lemkinian.” 
As the term is generally used within this literature, it is inclusive of both intentional 
actions (i.e., massacres) and broader structures (i.e., laws, education, and public pol-
icies) and processes (i.e., spread of diseases). It is within this framework, represented 
most clearly by A. Dirk Moses, among others, that I raise the historiographical ques-
tion pertaining to the classification and description of colonial-era violence in Africa.

An early exception to the relative paucity of studies examining genocide and im-
perialism is Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism. Arendt argued that im-
perialism provided many of the ideological roots for the racist bureaucracies that de-
veloped in twentieth-century Europe. The Holocaust could then be understood as 
the outworking of European presumptions about dominating a globe populated with 
non-European peoples and the machinations by which Europeans accomplished that 
dominance. Stated more tersely: subjugation overseas led to slaughter in Europe. For 
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Arendt, the imperial impulse fomented the final solution, as both were inherently de-
pendent upon the supremacy of the white man — specifically, the Anglo-Saxon. 11

Generally speaking, it took some time for historians to take up Arendt’s hypothe-
sis and draw connections between Europe’s larger imperial projects and genocidal vio-
lence. Attention instead was often directed toward understanding the Holocaust with 
respect to continental European history, as the subsequent Nuremberg Trials kept at-
tention focused squarely on Europe. The scholarship that followed in the mid-twentieth 
century often examined the structural elements of German society that were contex-
tually important: the legal proscriptions placed on Jews, the history of European an-
tisemitism, German nationalism, and World War I and its aftermath, to name a few. 
These histories were often developmental, with occasional focus being given to Jewish 
or Christian resistance to Nazi policies, followed then by increased attention given to 
bystanders and the complicit majority. By the late twentieth century, Holocaust re-
search had become voluminous and enormously diverse. Comparative perspectives on 
the Holocaust, however, including perspectives from outside of Europe and those that 
examined the role of imperialism and its history in the development of the Holocaust, 
were not in the mainstream of Holocaust research, nor are they today. Some exceptions 
here include works that examine World War II as an imperialistic war within Europe. 
These works still tend to be less interested in connecting the Holocaust to European 
imperialism overseas, though they have, as in Carroll Kakel’s case, established an asso-
ciation between imagined geographies and the perpetuation of mass violence. 12 In gen-
eral, however, the Holocaust was described as a unique event, or a “uniquely unique” 
event, but mostly a European event, nevertheless. 13

Some historians of genocide have searched for precursors to the Holocaust in 
Germany’s colonial history, particularly in the German genocide of the Herrero in 
German Southwest Africa (present-day Namibia) in 1907 – 8 and the massacres during 
the “Maji Maji” Rebellion in German East Africa between 1905 and 1908. 14 These schol-
ars see in these events a German military culture that permitted bureaucratic decisions 
toward elimination before the Holocaust, with the implication that these African mas-
sacres impacted in some way German responses to the “Jewish question” during World 
War II. 15 (Germany still officially denies that the massacres of the Herrero constituted 
genocide, in part because German officials say that the term did not exist in 1908.) 16

Thomas Kühne, however, has argued that there is no “unique German colonial path 
to the Holocaust,” given the similarities between how Germany and other European 
powers treated their colonial subjects. 17 Here, one sees evidence emerging that not 
only problematizes the Holocaust’s historiographical uniqueness but also questions 
the uniqueness of any European power’s treatment of its subjects. Decades earlier, 
Aimé Césaire observed more tersely than Arendt or Kühne: “Hitler did to Europe 
what Europe did to Africa.” 18 For Césaire, not only was there nothing new about what 
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Germany did in the Holocaust, there was nothing unique about it because such tactics 
defined Europe’s interactions with colonial Africa. 19

Other postcolonial critiques emerged in the 1960s and 1970s that lambasted 
European presumptions of racial, cultural, religious, and political supremacy. 20 They 
assailed Europeans’ dismissal of non-Western cultural, social, religious, and political 
complexity and the discursive methods Europeans employed to enact and ensure their 
hegemony around the globe in the age of empires. 21 While postcolonial scholars cri-
tiqued the forms of imperial structural power, only occasionally did they use the lan-
guage of genocide to frame their critiques with respect to Africa. They spoke of complic-
ity and collusion; the creation of the feminized, demonized, and subhuman “Other”; 
and the political and cultural turmoil that followed in the wake of colonialism. Violent, 
destructive, alienating, and humiliating, yes, but rarely was the term genocide used as 
such. Though Fanon termed the transatlantic slave trade the “bloodless genocide,” 22 co-
lonialism in Africa was not described as genocidal tout court.

More recent studies by David Stannard, A. Dirk Moses, and others on Australia or 
North America have fostered a historical interest in the genocidal character of colo-
nialism, specifically settler colonialism. 23 These scholars argue for a correlation between 
settler colonialism (as distinguished from imperialism in general) and genocidal vio-
lence. While they describe European settlers’ eliminationist imaginings and actions, 
they often focus on the long-term effects of settler societies on indigenous populations 
in Australia and North America. This emphasis stands in contrast to early scholarship 
on the Holocaust, which largely focused on the systematic intent and attempt to erad-
icate Jews from central Europe. As a result, the new literature on settler colonialism 
and genocide has challenged the notion of the Holocaust as the paradigmatic geno-
cide. This is evinced in part by the fact that Stannard’s American Holocaust seems to be 
more interested in using the provocative cultural capital of the term Holocaust than it is 
in drawing meaningful comparisons between European Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe 
and Native Americans. 24

These studies help constitute the “new genocide history.” Indeed, this history has of-
ten highlighted the problems surrounding the issue of intent, as conceptualized in the 
UN Convention and in legal formulations of the crime of genocide. Work in this litera-
ture remains divided, both over where one might locate intent in colonial violence and 
in the general importance given to this criterion. William Galois observes that the new 
genocide history has moved away “from the commonplace that genocides must neces-
sarily be rigorously planned exercises.” 25 Some scholars have attempted to get around in-
tent by coining terms such as “indirect genocide.” 26 It is this sort of framing of colonial 
atrocities, however, “as happenings rather than actions,” argues Tracey Banivanua-Mar, 
that allow colonial peoples to be washed away by history, regarded as the “byproduct 
of a misguided benevolence” rather than as the intended victims of violent regimes. 27
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Central to understanding genocide as it is used by new genocide scholars who ex-
pound the connections between settler colonialism and genocide seems to be a differ-
ent model than that codified currently under the UN Convention and international 
law and focused on the intent of the actors involved in the planning and enacting of 
genocide. Instead, the focus of the scholarship on genocide and settler colonialism 
generally has moved from the intention to systematically eliminate a people to a focus 
on the effects and outcomes of settler colonial societies. How intent is understood in 
defining genocide and the crime of genocide, however, remains an essential analytical 
element within this literature. In discussing colonialism and genocide in Indonesia, 
Remco Raben cautions: “Historians tend to assess processes of genocide in quantitative 
terms  –  the killing should be massive — and in terms of intent — the killings should be 
based on an ideology, or planning or premeditation. Both conditions are problematic 
in colonial situations, but less so than may be thought at first sight.” 28

On the notion of intent, A. Dirk Moses responds that the likely harmful effects 
of European settlement on Aboriginal peoples in Australia were known to colonial-
ists. Moses maintains that while the Australian outback did not resemble Auschwitz, 
one could still identify historical evidence that indicates a willful, knowledgeable ac-
ceptance of an eliminatory process that created a modern settler colony. 29 Similarly, 
Patrick Wolfe argues compellingly for the genocidal logic of settler colonialism itself. 30 
William Galois made the case for the genocidal nature of the colonial encounter, justi-
fying this terminology by arguing that French colonial violence had been “annihilatory 
in its aims” and “often had the destruction of whole tribes as their explicit rationale.” 31

This trajectory of scholarship has focused increasingly on settler colonialism as a 
foundational category of analysis. The application of this category is of limited use when 
one considers colonial violence in Africa, as there were relatively few settler societies 
along the lines of Australia or North America present on the continent. Violence in co-
lonial Africa, therefore, was often manifested under different social and political con-
ditions; the results, however, were not entirely different in some areas from processes 
one observes in settler colonial societies. When many scholars consider colonialism and 
genocide in Africa, they have almost uniformly done so with respect to clear genocidal 
incidents in which lethal force was used to attempt to physically eliminate a defined re-
ligious or ethnic group or “tribe” — either during colonial rule, as with the Herero, or 
afterward, as in Rwanda or Sudan. 32 This is also to say that compared to scholarship on 
North America and Australia, relatively few studies of colonial Africa have described 
the colonial experience tout court as “genocidal,” even if genocide is taken to include 
what is referred to as cultural genocide.

Instead, scholars of colonial Africa have focused more generally on questions of 
agency of Africans in the midst of the colonial encounter rather than on their destruc-
tion at the hands of Europeans. Take, for example, E. A. Ayandele’s 1966 monograph, 
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The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria. Ayandele helped to catalyze new historio-
graphical approaches to the study of African history by making a fundamental argu-
ment: Africans were not simply the exotic backdrop for explorers’ “discoveries” or mis-
sionaries’ heroic proselytization efforts. Writing the introduction to Ayandele’s book, 
K. Onwuka Dike tersely critiqued Eurocentric African histories: “Historians [con-
tinue] to write as if Africans were not active participants in the great events that shaped 
their continent.” 33 This assumption shaped the methodologies of a number of major 
studies of colonial Africa. It is relevant to note here that Jean and John Comaroffs’ Of 
Revelation and Revolution, which describes the insidious cultural violence of the im-
pact of colonialism on the Tswana of southern Africa, does not to my knowledge use 
the terms genocide, cultural genocide, or ethnocide. However, they do describe a colo-
nial violence so insidious that it battled for the very consciousness of African subjects, 
which the Comaroffs described as a “colonization of consciousness.” 34

The emphasis on agency and the limits of colonial authority and violence in Africa 
can be shown even with respect to King Leopold’s Congo, which was the location 
of some of the most horrific traumas of colonial Africa and whose population may 
have been reduced by ten to thirty million people in the early twentieth century. 35 
Historians like Osumaka Likaka question the extent to which, even in the brutal early 
twentieth-century Congo, colonists were able to gain supposed control over Africans’ 
minds. The emphasis here is on the endurance of indigenous African agency through 
cultural and linguistic practices and less on their victimization by Europeans, though 
Likaka and others do not deny Belgian brutality. 36

One could also consider the Mau Mau movement in late colonial Kenya, about 
which British courts have ruled that Mau Mau detainees suffered crimes against hu-
manity while they were in detention camps during the “Emergency” between 1952 and 
1960. 37 During the Mau Mau Emergency, nearly the entire Gikuyu population — around 
one and a half million people — was placed in guarded removal villages or concentra-
tion camps. As has come to light through the research of David Anderson and Carolyn 
Elkins, the British systematically inflicted various forms of severe physical, psycholog-
ical, and cultural violence on the Gikuyu during the 1950s. But even here, the issue of 
agency has also been foregrounded. It is noteworthy that Derek Peterson did not em-
phasize the violence experienced by the Gikuyu under British repression, but rather fo-
cused on the intellectual autonomy and political creativity made possible through the 
British response to the Mau Mau Emergency. 38 Only recently have scholars attempted 
to make the case for this facet of British imperialism being described as genocide. 39

The scholarship described here has done important work in refuting the racist colo-
nial assumptions that Africans were uncivilized, simple-minded, quasi-human brutes 
inhabiting a “dark continent.” 40 But why are the various forms of colonial and imperial 
violence in Africa — setter colonies or otherwise — not generally described as genocide? 
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The reasons for this difference are not easy to explain, but I want to explore a few points 
in more specific detail — specifically, religion and disease, since these are often discussed 
with respect to genocide in America and Australia. In the literature on genocide and 
cultural genocide emerging from those historical contexts, these elements are import-
ant parts of describing a larger genocidal sociopolitical structure that had devastating 
consequences for the Indigenous peoples there. These historical factors also illuminate 
both the complex processes of cultural change that impacted non-European societies as 
a result of colonialism and the difficulty of establishing criminal intent.

M I S S I O NA R I E S A N D C O L O N I A L AG E N T S

From the Catholic missions of present-day Mexico and the southwestern United 
States to the church-run boarding schools of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
in Australia and Canada, the relationship of Christianity to the question of genocide 
in North America has been closely connected. A mundane point bears noting here: 
that the missionaries sent to the American West were not so different than those sent 
to colonial Africa or Asia or the Pacific Islands. The majority of Protestant mission-
aries could be described as broadly evangelical, with revival and holiness movements 
providing the spiritual impetus for their decision to devote their lives to missions. By 
the 1890s, in Britain at least, many of them were educated in British public schools and 
had a Cambridge or Oxford degree. More could be said here, but I simply want to em-
phasize that there is not any evidence that I have seen suggesting a coordinated effort 
to send more loathsome missionaries to Australia or Canada and the more congenial 
ones to Congo or India.

Missionary activities were broadly similar throughout the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries: they built boarding schools and hospitals, they translated the Bible 
and Pilgrim’s Progress, and they often met with relatively little success by way of direct 
converts. 41 Missionary schools in colonial Africa did not operate using fundamentally 
different practices than those in the American West. 42 Most required Western-style uni-
forms and the use of English. They learned Shakespeare. Chapel was mandatory; there 
were marching drills, and the British cult of athleticism was fostered through soccer 
and cricket. 43 The schools, as a result, could significantly disrupt the lives of the fami-
lies whose children were sent to them, as the school year usually did not necessarily cor-
respond with their hunting expeditions, planting seasons, cattle migrations, or ritual 
seasons. If there was an overall goal of these colonial-era missionary boarding schools, 
it could have been to produce a “native Christianized elite” who would become model 
modern leaders. The system of mission education has been criticized by many African 
historians as representing the collusion of religion with empire in the undermining of 
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African societies and cultures. 44 It has not to my knowledge, however, been described 
specifically as “genocidal” in itself; at least this is not part of the mainstream discourse 
in the historiography of colonial-era Africa.

Missionaries were also involved in various activities that sought to eliminate what 
they described as “paganism” or “heathenism” in African societies. This included spiri-
tual destruction, sometimes accompanied by physical violence. For example, evangeli-
cal Anglican missionaries in southwestern Uganda worked with the British Protectorate 
government to attempt to eliminate the Nyabingi cult from the area, as it was believed to 
be the source of anti-colonial resistance, and they consequently imprisoned many cultic 
leaders. 45 British missionaries along the Niger River colluded with Niger Delta Company 
boatmen, who turned their maxim guns on the famous Onitsha shrine. 46 Or one might 
consider the construction of the fictional Protestant church in Chinua Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart, whose location in a forest had the effect of seemingly demonstrating that the 
ancestors would not or could not take revenge for the affront. 47 The examples could be 
multiplied ad nauseum, the point here being that missionaries in Africa, both Catholics 
and Protestants, were complicit or active participants in the destruction of various forms 
of cultural and religious life in colonial-era Africa. One could say that this was their in-
tention: to destroy (and/or convert) those they deemed to be “primitive.” 48

With respect to Lemkin’s formulation of genocide, which sought to protect those 
things that allowed a group of people to cohere, do the episodes described here consti-
tute genocidal destruction? 49 Following Patrick Wolfe, are these episodes, despite the 
fact that they often occurred in contexts that were not technically settler colonies, im-
bued with the “logic of elimination” of the native, as such? One’s answer would need 
to factor in an important caveat: the reality that much of this destruction, in the case of 
Christianity, was performed by African converts themselves, who may have had tangen-
tial or even nonexistent relationships to Western missionaries. The Watchtower move-
ment of south-central Africa, the Harrist churches of west-central Africa, and Alice 
Lenshina’s movement in Northern Rhodesia all engaged in similar forms of cultural 
and religious destruction. 50 Can it rightfully be considered part of genocide if people 
destroy aspects of their own culture in order to construct a new one? Or is such a ques-
tion overly focused on “African agency” and insufficiently concerned with European 
colonial violence? When does cultural and religious change become genocide?

D I S E A S E

The role of disease in decimating the populations of the Americas is well known. 
Smallpox and tuberculosis made their way through native populations with horrify-
ing rapidity, often moving faster than European settlers and explorers. The spread of 
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diseases to which native peoples had virtually no resistance then meant that Europeans 
confronted populations that were far weaker politically and militarily than they would 
have been otherwise. In some cases, infectious diseases themselves have been described 
as genocidal or as tools of genocide with respect to Native America, and it seems that 
there is some scholarly agreement that a tremendous percentage of the Native popu-
lations in North America died as a result of these diseases rather than through direct 
physical slaughter by Europeans. 51

In colonial Africa, particularly in West Africa, the inverse narrative emerged in the 
nineteenth century: tropical Africa was the “white man’s graveyard.” Euro-Americans 
frequently succumbed quickly — sometimes within just a couple of weeks — to the en-
vironment and its new diseases. The high rate of European mortality in West Africa was 
a serious challenge to its settlement by Europeans up until the late nineteenth century, 
contributing to the establishment of schools of tropical medicine throughout Europe. 
This is one reason that missionary societies, both American and British, during this 
period favored the use of former or ransomed slaves to serve as missionaries in the re-
gion that is today Togo, Benin, Nigeria, and Cameroon. 52 The predominant narrative, 
therefore, assumed that those of European descent were the most adversely affected by 
diseases in tropical climates during the colonial era. But this narrative occludes much 
about disease in colonial Africa.

There are many reasons to think that this narrative is profoundly problematic, one 
of which is the tremendous number of Africans who died as a result of changing health 
patterns in the colonial era. In Uganda, which was not a settler colony, an outbreak of 
sleeping sickness around Lake Victoria in the first decade of the twentieth century left 
the population absolutely decimated, with the population of the Buvuma Islands be-
ing reduced from an estimated three hundred thousand to under one hundred thou-
sand. Some coastal regions in Uganda fared equally poorly. 53

Other regions impacted by European imperialism suffered similar outbreaks and 
epidemics. Yellow fever outbreaks in late nineteenth-century Senegal killed 20 percent 
or more of the population of multiple cities and towns. 54 These diseases were exacer-
bated by colonial processes of labor conscription and urbanization or of new labor en-
vironments, like schools or mines, in which people worked together closely and then 
dispersed to rural areas. It is not difficult to see why many Africans viewed Europeans’ 
responses to these outbreaks, which could include removing people entirely from vil-
lages and burning down the affected houses, to be violent, extreme, and unnecessary. 55 
The population of certain areas was at times reduced by 50 percent or more because of 
illnesses or conditions created in part by Europeans. But this is not described by any 
scholars of colonial Africa, so far as I know, as part of genocide or as being genocidal, 
in contrast to similar dynamics among indigenous communities in the Americas. It is 
certainly very difficult, if not impossible, to locate intent in the expansion of diseases 
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in most of Africa, as in the Americas. It also seems, however, that a substantially larger 
percentage of the population survived in Africa than in the Americas, which consti-
tutes a significant difference. Might one, as Mike Davis contends in Late Victorian 
Holocausts, be able to locate a logic of the reasoned and inevitable implications of colo-
nial processes in these instances, at least one sufficient enough to warrant the employ-
ment of a term like indirect genocide? 56

C O N C LUS I O N

What of the more fundamental question: Can we speak of Africa’s experiences of 
European imperialism in terms of genocide, or cultural genocide, or ethnocide? The 
presence of a settler society does seem to be an important historical variable in think-
ing about this question, at least in the new genocide historical literature. But what of 
cases like Uganda, which were not settler colonies but which nevertheless experienced 
mass death as a result of colonial encroachment, sometimes amounting to 30 percent 
or greater death tolls among peoples? How does one meaningfully set this alongside 
evidence from among the Maori of New Zealand, whose history contemporary Maori 
activists have described as a “holocaust” in relation to settler colonialism? 57 I am less 
interested in finding a way around the question of intent as it relates to the category of 
genocide than I am in suggesting that settler colonialism might be a less meaningful cat-
egory to use in relation to colonial-era violence than some scholars in the new genocide 
history might argue. Furthermore, if one follows Césaire’s contention that Hitler did 
to Europe what Europe did to Africa, then one must move toward an acceptance of the 
“genocidal” logic of imperialism more broadly. And if one does that, then one has not 
only undermined a preoccupation with the idea that the Holocaust is both (paradox-
ically) unique as well as the paradigmatic example of genocide, but also the idea that 
Germany was unique or exceptional in its colonial violence. Rather, one has to grapple 
with the realities of the genocidal nature of all imperialism. Such a turn, of course, re-
frames the discussion of the relationship between imperialism and genocide beyond 
an exclusively European imperialism. 58

Evidence from colonial contexts, settler colonial or not, seeks to unsettle Western 
formulations of the very concept of genocide away from their jurisprudential basis. If 
we are to reframe the scope of inquiry in this way, then genocide seems to become a 
common and recurring feature of human history, almost mundane. In Canadian or 
Australian boarding schools, it should be noted, genocidal processes were experienced 
as quotidian phenomena: in the prohibition of vernacular speech, in the regulation 
of Western dress or hairstyles. One clearly observes in such practices the active inhi-
bition of the reproduction of group life. In light of this seemingly quotidian banality 
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of genocidal evil that the new genocide history has foregrounded, one is again con-
fronted with the analytical choice of locating the intent of violence and the agency of 
those who found ways to survive. But just how “ordinary” are we comfortable with the 
concept of genocide becoming?
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U TO P I A N I D E O L O G I E S 
A N D T H E I R L I M I T S
Private Lives in Wartime France : 

Desertion, Divorce, and Deprivation

Rachel G. Fuchs

I
t has become a well-known cliché that private life goes on during 
wars; people get married, get divorced, give birth, and continue with the triumphs 
and tragedies of their daily lives — unless they are in the military; on the war front; 

in an active resistance movement; or just happen to be a member of one of the groups 
that the wartime powers round up, confine, and kill.

During the Second World War French men and women continued to divorce, con-
test child custody, file paternity suits, and commit adultery. They paid scant attention 
to political events around them, unless, of course, they were Jewish, and then they were 
only too painfully aware of events. Based on one of the keystones of social history — that 
everyday people make history — this chapter focuses on three family dramas that en-
tered the judicial system during the occupation and Vichy years: one paternity suit; one 
of adultery, divorce, and disavowal of paternity; and one child custody case. These three 
were among the many in the archives of one Parisian law firm that litigated throughout 
the war. 1 Aside from comments about fuel shortages, difficulties in travel, or the conse-
quences of being Jewish — quite serious in themselves — little distinguishes these cases 
from the many hundreds brought before the Tribunal Civil of Paris during the inter-
war period. 2 Since this work relies on judicial and legal records, it is important to note 
that despite wars and successive vicissitudes of government changes, the judiciary in 
civil cases survived without significant shifts in personnel or procedures. Regular magis-
trates could maintain some semblance of continuation because the Vichy regime estab-
lished special courts to do the dirty work of that government. As during other eras, pri-
vate lives and the public sphere intermingled, especially when those lives involved a civil 
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procedure. Throughout the war, families adapted, doing what they could in times of 
turmoil, even when they had to adjust from the traumas of one war to those of another.

The paternity suit that Jeanne Victoire and her son Henri Victoire brought against 
Henri Roget illustrates how war affected men’s and women’s behavior and their actions 
during both the First and Second World Wars. It started when a French soldier had an 
intimate relationship with a woman while he was deployed during the First World War 
and then deserted her. It also reveals how one man refused to do his “patriotic duty to 
the nation” by recognizing his son until the law and a judge forced him. This drama 
begins in January 1917, when Jeanne Victoire had a sexual relationship with a soldier, 
Henri Roget, quartered near her home near Neuchâtelin the Department of the Vosges, 
a wooded area near the Meuse River but away from the trenches and main fighting on 
the Western Front. 3 By April 1917 he was deployed elsewhere, and Jeanne realized she 
was pregnant. The ravages of war did not prevent him from writing fourteen letters to 
her between March 1917 and May 1918. She saved the letters and turned them over to 
her lawyer when her son, Henri, began his suit in 1939 to name Roget as his legal father, 
which would entitle him to an inheritance from him.

In the first letter, Roget wrote tenderly of the nights he and Jeanne had spent to-
gether “in your little room where we were so happy. . . . Each day I loved you more.” 
After learning that she was pregnant, he was solicitous of her welfare. “You know well, 
my little Jeanette, that I will do all that is possible for you.” In July he wrote: “I made 
you suffer my little Jeannette, and you respond with kindness; . . . My little treasure, 
you know that there was never a question of a future between us and you know that we 
would never marry, but bear in mind that I’m not heartless and I will never forget my 
little Jeannette. . . . You are always ‘ma petite amie.’”

This quote indicates that he thought of her as his girlfriend for pleasure, for love, but 
not for marriage. His letters did not change significantly after Jeanne had a nine-pound 
boy on 4 November 1918, whom she named Henri, after Roget. Until the end of May 
1918 Roget continued to write to her. He promised to help her out materially if she 
asked, but there is no evidence that he did so. Jeanne paid her sister and brother-in-law 
a monthly stipend to raise young Henri until he was thirteen. 4

In 1939 Henri reached his majority (age eighteen); according to law this was his last 
chance to start a paternity suit. At that time Henri, fils, was deployed in the French 
navy. The legal proceedings lasted from 1939 through January 1945, a few years longer 
than similar suits had done before the war, in part because the son’s lawyer was mobi-
lized in March 1940, resulting in the transferral of the case to another lawyer; the bat-
tles within that region during 1944 added further delays. The war did not stop a pater-
nity suit caused by sexual activity during the previous war. Although Jeanne Victoire 
lived in the Department of the Vosges, the paternity suit was brought in Paris because 
that is where Roget lived throughout the Second World War. Mail, and people, despite 



159U TOPIAN IDEOLOGIES AND THEIR LIMITS

the war and the occupation, traveled easily between Paris and the Vosges during the 
entire period. This area of the Vosges was not a part of Alsace that Germany annexed; 
it was a German area of settlement in what some have called the “reserved zone.” The 
Victoires’ lawyer based his argument on Roget’s recognition of sexual relations during 
the probable time of conception and on Roget’s promise of material support, although 
he had not explicitly acknowledged paternity. In 1943 the judge ruled that implicit writ-
ten indications of paternity provided sufficient proof. Roget appealed and tried to sup-
ply proof of Jeanne Victoire’s sexual immorality; she brought testimony that her only 
lover was Roget. In March 1944 the appeals judge agreed with the Civil Tribunal, de-
claring Henri Roget the father of Henri Victoire. Henri Victoire was henceforth Henri 
Victoire-Roget and could obtain a portion of Roget’s inheritance, although the records 
are mum about how significant the inheritance was.

Immediately after this decision in 1944, Jeanne sued for damages to cover the 50,000 
francs she had paid her sister for rearing Henri. However, the legal grounds for this 
type of suit were abuse of authority or fraudulent seduction based on false promises of 
marriage. The extant letters revealed that Roget had never promised marriage and that 
Jeanne willingly engaged in sexual relations with him. Her lawyer did not think she 
could win. After February 1945 the case apparently was dropped; the records are un-
clear, but that was the period of intense fighting in the Vosges, and it would be remark-
able if any civil procedure continued during that time.

This dossier could be any one of hundreds of similar ones from the 1920s and 1930s. 5 
It indicates that in terms of civil jurisprudence, Vichy was not an aberration but on a 
continuum from the Third Republic. Lawyers in 1942 and 1943 even used the letterhead 
of the defunct “République française” and invoked the jurisprudence of the 1920s and 
1930s. Furthermore, there was no mention of the war, occupation, or government pol-
icy on any document in this dossier. In keeping with Third Republic jurisprudence as 
well as Vichy policy, the courts could order fathers to acknowledge paternity of their 
illegitimate children when they had deserted the mother and child and if there was 
sufficient proof of paternity, as in letters. The only effect of war in the two-inch-thick 
dossier is the billeting of a soldier near the civilian population and perhaps delays in 
the procedures because one attorney was called to serve from March through August 
1940. 6 This aspect of daily life, no different from similar situations of the 1920s and 
1930s, hardly evokes the terrors of war, except for what Jeanne Victoire experienced 
with a soldier billeted near her.

Continuities from one war to another and from the last three decades of the dem-
ocratic Third Republic to the authoritarian Vichy regime and harsh German occupa-
tion outweigh the differences. War, whether the fighting took place on French soil with 
great loss of life in 1914 – 18 or warfare ended in six weeks in 1940, until the battles for 
liberation in 1944, disrupted many families’ lives and created emotional and material 
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hardships for untold others. Nevertheless, despite wars, regime changes, and the politi-
cal climate, men and women continued to marry, separate, divorce, have sexual relation-
ships, and fight custody battles; they struggled to support their children emotionally 
and materially regardless of their circumstances. Most significantly, regime changes did 
not lead to major shifts in official ideologies concerning people’s private lives. The em-
phasis on good parenting and the child’s welfare prevailed despite the regime. Moreover, 
the Vichy government accepted the Third Republic’s 1939 Code de la Famille (Family 
Code), which extolled women’s primary roles as mothers and wives within the hetero-
sexual conjugal family. Private lives, however, did not always conform to political ide-
ologies, whatever the regime, nor did the regimes successfully enforce those ideologies.

The story of the Duprès family in the 1940s reveals some of the hardships of war-
time shortages because Suzanne did not post her letters through the severely censored 
postal system, but hand delivered them. It also provides details of adultery, divorce, and 
denial of paternity during the Second World War. 7 Pierre and Suzanne Duprès mar-
ried in 1934. He was a government employee working in the Paris region, and they soon 
had a son, Alain, born in 1935. In April 1939 Duprès was mobilized to nearby Tours, 
and in June 1939 his unit left the Indre-et-Loire for the Charente, on the western edge 
of France. He was demobilized at the end of July 1940. Suzanne had remained in their 
suburban Paris house and did not join her husband and the many hundreds of thou-
sands in the exodus from Paris when the Germans invaded.

On 24 December 1940 Suzanne had another son, Daniel, conceived in April 1940. 
Doubting his paternity of this second son, Pierre Duprès moved out of his home with 
Suzanne soon after his demobilization. Louis LePont, Suzanne’s lover, then moved in. 
During the remainder of the war, LePont and Suzanne lived on the ground floor and 
her parents on the first floor of their private house in a Parisian suburb. On 1 January 
1942 Suzanne visited Pierre’s Paris apartment, and not finding him home, she slipped a 
note under the door. She complained that he had promised to give her something each 
month for the care of their son, Alain. She wrote: “I know that I have acted badly, but 
what you have done is not much better. . . . If you don’t want to see me, or if you want 
nothing more to do with me, I prefer that you take revenge on me rather than make 
‘mon petit’ suffer. . . . I think of my little Alain.” Three weeks later, Pierre wrote to her 
saying that he would not be responsible for paying the electricity for everyone living 
in her house. He added, “Your place is next to me and you should take it for your sake 
and that of the little ones. Believe me, it’s your duty and it’s in their interest. . . . Think 
of your little Alain. If you return, Suzette, be assured that I will forget all. But you must 
break completely with the past.” Suzanne replied the next day saying that she was quite 
sick. In that letter and each subsequent one she mentioned her need for coal to heat the 
house and to cook: “I thank you a thousand times for the coal. You do us a great service 
because we no longer have any fire in the house. . . . Would it be possible to have a little 
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more?” She adds that she is still in turmoil. “I do not want to be separated from my lit-
tle Alain. I love him as much as Danny and I don’t see life without either one. This is 
too serious a decision for me to make right away. . . . It is only death that will separate 
me from either one of my children.”

Her letters of January 1942 had a constant refrain: she asked for more coal and com-
plained about traveling long distances and standing in long lines to obtain it. Food and 
fuel shortages were universal and serious problems in Paris under the occupation in 
January 1942 and did contribute to the terrortimes and terrorscapes of war, even more 
so during the winter of 1942 – 43 than during the previous year. 8 Her notes also reveal 
her self-torture about her decision not to return to Pierre:

Sometimes I would like to go back to the past and erase all that has happened . . . . My 
heart refuses that, however. Pierre . . . do not take Alain, I beg you. You have asked me 
to return to you. Have you thought carefully of what would happen if I returned? 
Would you love me as before? I would like to make you happy, but for the moment 
it is not possible. . . . Please have a little patience and if my health gets better I will tell 
you frankly what I will do. Pierrot, if I become even sicker, you will come to see me 
won’t you? I would not like to die without having seen you.

This is her last letter in the dossier, but she didn’t die then.
In March 1942, Pierre Duprès began divorce proceedings, charging Suzanne and 

Louis LePont with adultery. Police came to her house early one morning, and LePont 
opened the door. Suzanne and LePont acknowledged that they were living together 
“maritally” and had a child together, Daniel, born in December 1940. A judgment 
of nonreconciliation issued in July 1942 was followed by the birth of a daughter to 
Suzanne, in January 1943. Suzanne’s father filed the birth certificate reporting Duprès 
as the father because she was still technically married to him, and the law stipulated 
that the man married to the mother is the father of the child. The divorce was finalized 
on 7 July 1943 in favor of Pierre. Legal proceedings for Pierre Duprès’s denial of pater-
nity of Suzanne’s son Daniel and her subsequent daughter then began. 9 Pierre brought 
written testimony that he was away from home during the legal period of conception 
and that he had had no contact with his wife. Suzanne did not contest the divorce or 
the disavowal of paternity, which became effective 24 May 1945. At that point Suzanne 
was not Suzanne Duprès but Suzanne LePont. Throughout the dossier of legal pro-
ceedings, no language existed condemning Suzanne for immorality or for not fulfill-
ing her role as a “good mother,” as Vichy propaganda demanded. The Vichy dictates of 
the National Revolution extolling women’s virtue as good mothers and the patriarchal 
power of the father never appear in the documents. Only the omnipresent need for 
coal distinguished this story from prewar dramas. Moreover, although this case lasted 
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from 1940 to 1945, there is not a word about the violence of war, occupation, or liber-
ation forces throughout this dossier — just the need for coal.

A different family drama demonstrates the terror of the occupation, the Vichy gov-
ernment, and the violence of war, because one person, Léon Kahan, was Jewish. 10 In 
1927 Kahan married Arlette Ponelle, and they had two boys. In 1929 Arlette’s brother, 
Jean-Pierre Ponelle, married Renée Chavet, and a year later they had a daughter, Doris. 
Jean-Pierre was a couturier, and Renée managed his business. The Kahan and Ponelle 
households were closely tied in terms of marriage, friendship, and residential proxim-
ity — so closely tied that Renée Ponelle and Léon Kahan fell in love. The Kahan cou-
ple divorced in 1937; Arlette Ponelle was granted custody of their two boys, and Léon 
Kahan paid a sizable sum in child support. Two years later the Ponelles divorced. The 
judge gave guardianship of Doris to Renée’s mother, Mme LeBois, and both parents 
had visitation rights. Then at the beginning of 1940 Renée Ponelle married her former 
brother-in-law, Léon Kahan. But the war and occupation created a tumultuous mar-
riage for Léon and Renée.

The anti-Jewish Statutes of October 1940 excluded Jews from positions of respon-
sibility in government, teaching, and cultural life, but from winter 1940 to winter 1942 
Jews were allowed to pay for exit visas and passports. Léon Kahan, who had been one 
of the directors of a large petrol company, 11 had the means to pay, and he became one of 
many Jews who fled the occupied areas for the south of France then perhaps to Algeria 
or Portugal, customary escape routes, and then to the United States.

Since the divorce in 1939 had Doris traversed the short distance between her moth-
er’s and grandmother’s homes. Her father saw her on Sundays. In July 1940 he dis-
covered that Doris and her grandmother had left Paris, as did so many thousands of 
other Parisians at that time who fled in fear and panic in face of the German inva-
sion. 12 Ponelle was gratified to receive written word that they were safe at a resort in the 
Gironde. Then in April 1941 Léon Kahan wrote to his ex-wife, Arlette Ponelle, asking 
for custody of his boys so he could take them to Algiers. Arlette refused and warned 
Jean-Pierre that his ex-wife would soon take his daughter away. Arlette stated that the 
Kahans had already left for the so-called Free Zone and were headed for Algeria with 
Doris. In May 1941 Jean-Pierre Ponelle filed suit to obtain legal custody of Doris. He al-
leged that “because of certain questions of religion, M. Kahan left the Occupied Zone 
to go to the Free Zone with the goal of going to Africa if not America.”

Renée Kahan (Doris’s mother and Ponelle’s ex-wife) did not want the custody case to 
go court, so her lawyer proposed that guardianship remain with Doris’s maternal grand-
mother, with Jean-Pierre paying child support until Doris was eighteen. Renée Kahan’s 
lawyer further stipulated that in case Renée left for Algeria, Doris should live in Paris 
with her father for six months of the year and in Algeria with her mother for the other six 
months. In the early summer of 1941 people in Paris did not suspect the nature or duration 
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of the war and accepted the situation as stable. Ponelle rejected this, and in August 1941 
Renée Kahan brought a counter-suit demanding guardianship and custody of Doris.

That same month, however, August 1941, Mme LeBois had left Paris with Doris 
to spend two months in the mountains of Megève in the Free Zone under the or-
ders of Doris’s doctor in Paris. 13 Although it took several weeks, they crossed the 
Demarcation Line from the Occupied to the Free Zone despite severe restrictions on 
travel. Jean-Pierre Ponelle alleged that their departure was clandestine and sudden and 
there was no actual medical need. He stated that he could not get permission to cross 
the line to visit them. 14 Doris’s first postcard to her father from the mountains indicated 
that her doctor in Paris had said that she was getting thinner and had a fever, so he rec-
ommended mountain air for a cure. In October 1941 Doris and grandmaman returned 
to Paris as promised, but maybe not as originally planned.

None of the letters mention the war or shortages, perhaps because of censorship. 
Doris’s letters and postcards to her father discussed her health or the new dress that he 
had sent her; Mme LeBois wrote requesting more money for Doris’s doctors’ bills. Doris 
and her grandmother traveled throughout the war, although their travels were limited 
to Occupied France after that one visit across the Demarcation Line and back. They 
were among the few who had the money to go to spas and take cures during wartime.

Jean-Pierre Ponelle did not win his case for custody, despite the facts that he was 
Catholic and his ex-wife was now married to a Jew and that Ponelle’s lawyer based his 
arguments on Ponelle’s qualities “as a good father.” Ponelle’s lawyer further alleged that 
Kahan had “sacrificed” his two sons when he divorced. However, in a nonaccusatory ar-
gument, the lawyer acknowledged that although Kahan and Renée Ponelle had “sacri-
ficed two homes, it had a moral dénouement; they married.” Ponelle’s reason for not con-
testing the divorce was that Kahan had “more money in this battle.” His lawyer added 
that “he was beaten by the money of his brother-in-law.” If there was antisemitism, it was 
coded, as in use of the word sacrifice and references to Kahan’s money. Ponelle’s lawyer 
based his arguments for custody on the same criteria that lawyers had used before and 
after 1940: evidence that the father had acted “en qualité de père,” had participated “ma-
terially and emotionally” in rearing the child, and had provided proof of good father-
hood. Ponelle had not only paid a monthly pension for Doris’s care, he also had paid 
for medicines, vacations, and presents for her; moreover, he had spent Sundays with her 
when they were both in Paris. Renée Kahan’s countersuit focused on Ponelle’s immoral-
ity and on Doris’s best interests. In 1940 and 1941 Ponelle was living with a mistress, who 
was one of his models. He married her in 1942, shortly before the case went to court. The 
judge denied both the mother’s and father’s arguments for custody. Instead, he ruled that 
since Doris’s grandmother had raised her for nine years it was in Doris’s best interest to 
remain with her. Questions of the child’s best interest and of marital morality trumped 
a Jewish connection, even in occupied Paris during the Second World War.
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Neither Léon Kahan nor his two boys were among the eleven thousand French chil-
dren killed in Nazi extermination camps or among the more than seventy-five thou-
sand French killed during the Holocaust. 15 His two boys were not technically Jewish 
by the October 1940 Vichy decree on the status of Jews. 16 Léon Kahan disappears from 
the historical records in 1940 but reappears in 1944 in Washington, D.C., as a leading 
member of the Jean Monnet Commission on postwar economic reconstruction, rep-
resenting the industries of fuel and oil refineries, still having close ties as an executive in 
the same petrol company that had employed him since 1929, shortly after he received 
his degree from the Ecole Polytechnique. 17 He returned to Paris upon the city’s libera-
tion at the end of August 1944. Kahan remained with that petrol company, becoming 
a high-ranking official there until his resignation in 1963. He died in Paris at the age of 
eighty in 1984; his wife and sons were at his funeral. In no extant account of Kahan’s life 
is there any word of his whereabouts during the years between 1940 and 1944. People 
like Kahan travel down the memory lane of silence, refusing to speak of those terrible 
events of the war and the Shoah. Others follow the other memory lane to talk about 
the terror and keep it in historical memory.

Serge Klarsfeld is one person who helps the world remember. Taking just one ex-
ample from the many thousands of French Jewish children who were killed during the 
Shoah, Suzanne and Alice Geiger, who had lived on rue de Tournelles, ended up on 
Convoy 63 headed from Drancy to their death in Auschwitz on 17 December 1943 at 
the ages of twelve and fourteen. Two-thirds of the children in that convoy were seized 
from their hiding places in the countryside, some of whom the Union générale des 
Israélites de France (UGIF) had originally sheltered. 18 In the terrorscapes of the terror-
times of the Second World War, many did not find shelter for long, while others could 
escape some of the violence of war.

C O N C LUS I O N

Evidence from these bourgeois Parisian family dramas indicates that except for Léon 
Kahan, the war, Vichy policies, and rhetoric had little influence on how everyday peo-
ple lived their intimate lives. Nevertheless, life during wartime was difficult. Although 
almost no one in these case histories of private lives mentioned a need for food, even a 
cursory examination of rationing during the war indicates how severely limited peo-
ple’s diet was. Moreover, historians point out how the black market served as a criti-
cal survival strategy in the Parisian wartime economy. 19 Only Suzanne Duprès com-
mented on the dearth of food and fuel and how important she found her little garden. 
Problems of provisions were not apparent in part because of heavy censorship, with 
only Suzanne Duprès’s hand-delivered notes escaping the censors. Furthermore, the 
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people in these stories were among the most economically well-to-do, such as the 
Duprèses, the Ponelles, and the Kahans. Jeanne Victoire, whose condition was more 
humble, lived in a relatively rural area of the Department of the Vosges with other 
food and fuel sources. Equally important, food did not loom large because the cor-
respondence provides only a snapshot of life relevant to the particular case of family 
law. Negotiating paternity and precarious marriages was more crucial, at least in the 
lawyer’s files. For Léon Kahan, however, his religion was of overriding importance 
during these times of terror.

On the surface, there is little to distinguish family survival strategies during the war 
years from those during the interwar Third Republic. Family strategies were driven by 
an interaction of social forces as well as people’s emotional bonds. Women relied on 
their families for help in rearing their children: Suzanne Duprès on her father, Renée 
Ponelle Kahan on her mother, and Jeanne Victoire on her sister and brother-in-law.

Adultery and divorce continued despite the patriarchal pro-family Vichy govern-
ment’s rhetoric. Before and during Vichy, adultery, excessive cruelty, or failure to fulfill 
the duties and obligations of the marriage were major grounds for divorce, and catching 
one’s wife living with another man en flagrant délit was required for disavowal of chil-
dren born within marriage. Although Vichy ideology viewed adultery as a “social dan-
ger” and sought to regulate women’s sexual behavior, even Pierre Duprès’s lawyer did 
not castigate Suzanne. Nor did anyone criticize Jeanne Victoire for having an ex-nuptial 
child either during the earlier war or in following decades; criticism of Renée Kahan 
was ambivalent. In these three cases, emblematic of dozens more, there was a disjunc-
ture between Vichy discourse and people’s daily family lives. 20 Vichy rhetoric declared 
that women were to be femmes de foyer: pious, good mothers, loving their children, rear-
ing them well, and maintaining a good home. But in Vichy, just as in the preceding de-
cades, how these women lived their lives contradicted prevailing political ideology. On 
the one hand, these women were not ideal femmes de foyer; on the other hand, they were 
good mothers. Suzanne Duprès may have been one of many bourgeois women outside 
the metaphorical surveillance cameras that Vichy rhetoric established to control illicit 
female activity. Although she committed adultery and refused her legally married hus-
band’s enjoinders to fulfill her duty and live by his side, her correspondence always ex-
pressed love for all her children. Only Pierre Duprès’s letters contain Vichy rhetoric of 
wifely duty. Despite her adultery and lack of the regime-dictated obedience and sub-
mission to her husband, she fulfilled her role as a good mother. 21 Moreover, she mar-
ried the father of her last two children. Renée Kahan, despite her adultery, divorce, and 
marriage to a Jew, was not a so-called bad mother. She relinquished going to Algiers so 
she could remain close to her daughter. During Vichy, ideal families were strong, glori-
fying fatherhood and motherhood. In these dramas the women remained good moth-
ers and gave new definitions to a functioning family.
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Tensions and contradictions abounded between family lives and political discourse. 
The National Revolution extolled a patriarchal père de famille. 22 Yet among the ten-
sions and contradictions between policy and people’s lives, paternity was problematic. 
People lived their personal lives within a dominant discourse but also within the social 
and cultural mores of their own communities. In these three civil cases, Vichy rheto-
ric of the National Revolution had little, or no, evident effect on intimate lives. None 
of the fathers was a strong patriarch or chef de famille. 23 The courts ruled against two of 
them, denying one custody despite the evidence that he was a good father and forcing a 
deserting father to acknowledge paternity because he had once promised material sup-
port. Vichy ideology granted fathers the superior position in the family hierarchy, but 
the Parisian courts did not always concur. Judges in civil cases did not necessarily buy 
into the Vichy rhetoric. Protection of children was the guiding principle in these cases, 
overriding religion and the gender discourse of Vichy. 24 This is not to imply anything 
good about the occupation and Vichy, only that some bourgeois Parisians lived outside 
the wartime restrictions. Unless they were Jewish, they could escape the violence of war.

N OT E S

  1. The portion of this chapter dealing with the Kahan case previously appeared in the 
Pacific Historical Review, 79, no. 1 (February 2010): 1 – 22. I thank the editors and the 
University of California Press for permission to reprint portions. I also wish to thank 
Volker Benkert and Michael Mayer for inviting me to their exciting conference in 
Tutzing and requesting this chapter.

   The Parisian law firm of Leveillé-Nizerolles deposited their records from the 
1920s through the early 1950s at the Archives de Paris, where they form part of the fonds 
Mermet. After receiving a dérogation I obtained access to them. From roughly one hun-
dred dossiers that I examined for the period from 1924 to 1950, I selected these three 
for this chapter because of their variety and because they contained more personal let-
ters than others for this time period. Archives de Paris, fonds Mermet, VRAC VL10 
A/21/8/Mermet/89/1/8, dossiers 22510, 22926, and 23514, are listed here in the order 
discussed in the chapter. These cases are derived from a segment of one chapter of my 
book Contested Paternity: Constructing Families in Modern France (Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008). As part of my agreement to obtain permission 
to see documents, I agreed not to reveal the true names. Therefore, the names are fic-
titious. Despite historians’ best efforts, the history of the war years is full of mysteries, 
with lots of lacunae in the historical record, especially concerning daily lies.

  2. For my book Contested Paternity I analyzed more than 500 jugements concerning divorce, re-
cherche de paternité, and désaveu de paternité from the Tribunal Civil of Paris, 1880 – 1940.
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  3. “Victoire-Roget Case,” D10 J34, liasse 816, dossier 22510. . All details provided here come 
from this dossier.

  4. Because Jeanne had repeated surgeries after the birth of Henri and was physically weak, 
she could not file a paternity suit within the two-year limit of the 1912 law, which was 
in effect throughout the twentieth century.

  5. For example, “Tribunal Civil, Assistance judiciaire January 1 – 8, 1920, Decision of January 
3, 1920,” file D1U5 AJ (287); and “Tribunal Civil, Assistance judiciaire January 18 – 31, 
1923, Case #1940 of 1921, Judgment of January 18, 1923,” file D1U5 AJ (370). See also 
“Tribunal Civil, Assistance judiciaire July 1 – 10, 1930, Case January 1928, Judgment of 
July 1, 1930; D1U5 AJ (550) May 1 – 14, 1931, Case #5112 of 1928. Judgment of May 12, 
1931,” file D1U5 AJ (530); and “Tribunal Civil, Assistance judiciaire March 9 – 17, 1937, 
Case #2495 of 1934, Decision of March 12, 1937,” file D1U5 AJ (710).

  6. Legal delays were common throughout the war, as these and numerous other cases at-
test. In one adoption case begun at the end of 1939 and culminating in 1943, the lawyer 
apologized because he was at the “front” and “because of the war the cases (affaires) do 
not go as quickly as during ordinary times.” There is no mention of politics or the hard-
ships of occupation or war in this case, just as it is absent in most others. See “Case of 
Lacoudre-Venet Adoption,” file 8.Mermet.89.1.29.

  7. Archives de Paris, file D10 J32, liasse 811, dossier 23514.
  8. The winter of 1942 was especially severe, with food and fuel shortages stemming in large 

part from the blockade after the Allied victory in North Africa during Operation 
Torch in November 1942 and German confiscation of French livestock, grain, and 
other foodstuffs that winter. Rationing was severe. On rationing see Direction de 
la statistique générale, Auteur du texte, and Institut national de la statistique et des 
études économiques (France), “Bulletin De La Statistique Générale De La France,” 
Gallica, November 1, 1942, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6269374g/f19.item 
.r=.zoom; and INSEE (Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques 
[France]), Bulletin de la Statistique générale de la France (Paris: Presses universitaires de 
France, 1942). For evidence of the severely cold winter see “Hiver 1942.” Metro Paris. 
http://www.meteo-paris.com/france/hiver-1942.html.

  9. According to law, any child born into a marriage was legally the husband’s. He was respon-
sible for the child’s education and for providing the child with a legal status and inher-
itance. He could only deny paternity by going to court and proving his wife’s infidelity.

  10. Archives Paris, file D10 J32, liasse 783. All information in the Kahan-Ponelle case comes 
from dossier 22926.

  11. This international petrol company has the reputation of collaborating with the Nazis. 
Whether the French branch of this company did anything to save its high-ranking 
French Jewish employees is unknown.

  12. For the context of daily life in France during the war years see Dominique Veillon, Vivre 



168 TERRORTIMES, TERROR SCAPES

et Survivre en France, 1939 – 1947 (Paris: Payot, 1995).
  13. Megève in the Haute Savoie is 70 kilometers from Geneva and about 80 kilometers 

from the Italian border. Now a ski resort, it served as a sanctuary for many Jews flee-
ing France after 1940, and especially after German occupation of the entire country in 
November 1942. It is entirely possible Doris, her mother, and her grandmother might 
have hoped to leave France and join Kahan there, possibly en route to Algeria or the 
United States.

  14. The only way they could get across the demarcation line was with a doctor’s certifi-
cate for a maladie grave. Even for a temporary laissez-passer such as Doris had, people 
had to wait in long lines to get the authorization to pass the boundary. Veillon, Vivre et 
Survivre, 83 – 85.

  15. The best printed source for lists of French children sent to extermination camps and 
then killed by the Nazis is Serge Klarsfeld, French Children of the Holocaust: A Memorial 
(New York: New York University Press, 1996).

  16. Act of October 3, 1940, on the Status of Jews. Printed in the Journal official, October 
18, 1940, readily found on many websites. Article 1: Any person with three grandpar-
ents of Jewish race or two grandparents of that race if their spouse is Jewish is regarded 
as Jewish. Kahan’s two boys had only two Jewish grandparents.

  17. Philippe Mioche, Le Plan Monnet: Genèse et élaboration, 1941 – 1947 (Paris: Publications 
de la Sorbonne, 1987), 261; and Philip Nord, France’s New Deal: From the Thirties to the 
Postwar Era (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 157. I was able to locate 
Kahan after the war and can complete the story of his life, except for the critical years 
1940 –  944.

  18. Klarsfeld, French Children of the Holocaust, 309, 410. These children had lived in the 
building in which I rented an apartment in 2014. That building had front and back 
stairways, and one apartment up the back stairway had a top room where one might 
hide from the Gestapo and milice.

  19. On rationing, see, for example, INSEE, Bulletin de la Statistique générale de la France. 
Historian Kenneth Mouré has provided clear evidence and analysis of the dearth of 
foodstuffs and the critical role of the black market. Kenneth Mouré, “La capitale de 
la Faim: Black Market Restaurants in Paris, 1940 – 1944,” French Historical Studies 
38, no. 2 (April 2015): 281 – 341; Mouré, “Food Rationing and the Black Market in 
France (1940 – 1944),” French History 24, no. 2 (2010): 262 – 82; and Mouré and Paula 
Schwartz, “On Vit Mal: Food Shortages and Popular Culture in Occupied France, 
1940 – 1944,” Food, Culture and Society 10, no. 2 (2007): 261 – 95.

  20. Miranda Pollard wrote: “Appropriating and regulating sexuality was at the heart of 
Vichy’s politics.” Miranda Pollard, Reign of Virtue: Mobilizing Gender in Vichy France 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 56.
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  21. The records are mute on whether she lost her older son, Alain, in the divorce. The di-
vorce was decreed in Pierre Duprès’s favor, but that meant that he did not have to pay 
his ex-wife anything. In similar divorce cases, even though the decision was in the man’s 
favor, he did not always obtain custody. Often a grandmother or aunt would have cus-
tody, with legal guardianship going to the father if the judge considered the mother 
immoral.

  22. For a discussion of Vichy rhetoric and fatherhood see Kristen Stromberg Childers, 
Fathers, Families, and the State in France, 1914 – 1945 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2003).

  23. A revision to article 213 of the Code Civil proclaimed that the “father is the chef de 
famille.”

  24. This has been most ably discussed by Miranda Pollard (in Reign of Virtue) and by 
Francine Muel-Dreyfus, Vichy and the Eternal Feminine: A Contribution to a Political 
Sociology of Gender, trans. Kathleen A. Johnson (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2001).
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E M OT I O N, H O P E ,  F E A R , 
A N D B E L O N G I N G

Soviet Wartime Jazz : Propaganda and 
Popular Culture on the Eastern Front

Benjamin Beresford

I N T RO D U C T I O N

I
n the opening scene of the 1942 Soviet film Concert for the Front 
(Kontsert frontu), a small cluster of Soviet soldiers celebrates the twenty-fifth anni-
versary of the October Revolution deep in a bunker while Germans shell their po-

sition. The soldiers talk about how they used to celebrate the holiday before the war, 
with parades and concerts. Suddenly one of the soldiers proposes a brilliant idea: a ju-
bilee concert featuring their favorite performers that could be filmed and sent to units 
across the front so that soldiers and sailors could celebrate the revolution’s silver anni-
versary the way they would have in peacetime. Excitedly, the soldiers begin to put to-
gether a list of performers they want to see in this concert film, and almost immediately 
they shout in unison, “Utesov! Utesov!,” referring to jazz singer and bandleader Leonid 
Utesov. They add the names of other performers like folk singer Lidia Ruslanova, tenor 
Ivan Kozlovskii, and the Red Army Ensemble and send the list off to Moscow. The rest 
of the film is the resulting concert and a veritable who’s who of Soviet entertainment 
from the Stalin period; it features poetry recitals and a ballet routine and concludes 
with a performance by Utesov and his jazz orchestra.

This opening vignette, along with the rest of Concert for the Front, is informative in 
illustrating the push and pull of wartime culture, including jazz, on the Eastern Front. 
The film was created and produced in Moscow in order to mobilize Red Army soldiers 
to keep up the fight against Germany. From this perspective, the film is an example of 
propaganda, which Karel Berkhoff defines as “a deliberate and systematic attempt to 
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shape perceptions, mental states, and, above all, behavior, so as to achieve a response 
that furthers the propagandist’s intent.” In essence, propaganda is the means by which 
an institution convinces a group of people to do what it wants them to, while granting 
them some amount of personal autonomy in deciding to do so. 1

At the same time, the Soviet leadership did not force these performers upon au-
diences against their will. Luminaries like Utesov, the clown Karandash, and singer 
Klavdiia Shul’zhenko were already established and popular entertainers well before 
the German invasion of 1941. Since propaganda is powerless if audiences do not en-
gage with it, it would have been pointless to make a musical film starring personal-
ities nobody wanted to see or hear. From this perspective, the film is as much a re-
flection of popular taste as it is state propaganda. The question, then, is whether 
wartime culture, jazz music in particular, is predominantly state propaganda or 
popular sentiment.

While many recent histories of wartime Soviet mass culture emphasize the role of 
cultural and political elites in shaping it, a more flexible framework is possible. David 
MacFadyen argues that “sometimes Soviet song runs parallel with politics for a while 
and is happy to do so, but it then moves off on another tangent to embrace other phe-
nomena.” 2 Not all Soviet audiences were political all the time, and for many, he ar-
gues, everyday life was rarely political. Therefore, the music they embraced resonated 
beyond ideology. 3 This can clearly be seen in Soviet jazz both before and after the war. 
Before the war, musicians, critics, bureaucrats, and audiences debated whether jazz was 
sufficiently “cultured” or “proletarian” to contribute to the creation of the New Soviet 
Man. 4 In the years immediately after the Allied victory, debate swirled about whether 
jazz, even jazz that incorporated Soviet ideological and musical themes, was anything 
more than a Trojan horse for American influence. 5 During the terrortime of 1941 – 45 
however, in which Soviet citizens endured invasion, occupation, starvation, and a host 
of other hardships, a greater unity of purpose in defeating the fascists emerged, and the 
scale of the debate over jazz diminished to the point of almost total absence. Jazz during 
this period was employed to conquer fear, harness hope, and cultivate belonging within 
the larger Soviet community.

With this understanding in mind, I argue that Soviet jazz music during the Great 
Patriotic War was simultaneously propaganda and popular. The ways that jazz groups 
formed and functioned were rooted in both the needs of the Soviet state and audience 
tastes. In the same way, some jazz songs evoked narratives akin to those projected in 
other state-managed media — narratives about the motherland (rodina) and Russia, 
and about heroism — while others tapped into ideas and emotions marginal to or ab-
sent from these narratives, including highly localized understandings of patriotism, the 
humanity of soldiers, and expressions of friendship with the Allies.
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S O V I ET JA Z Z A N D P RO PAG A N DA

There are many ways that wartime jazz can be construed as an extension of state pro-
paganda. First, by 1941 Soviet jazz had already developed a close relationship with the 
Soviet military. One of the first amateur jazz competitions held in the Soviet Union 
occurred at the Leningrad House of the Red Army (Dom Krasnoi armii or DKA) in 
1934 and featured ensembles made up of sailors from the Baltic Fleet. 6 The Central 
House (TsDKA) in Moscow was a major venue for jazz throughout the 1930s as well. 
African American singer Celestine Cole debuted there, and bandleaders like Aleksandr 
Varlamov and Aleksandr Tsfasman performed there to great acclaim. 7

The jazz performer who had the best relationship with the Soviet military was 
Leonid Utesov. Utesov performed at TsDKA many times during the prewar years. More 
significantly, Utesov and his band developed a close relationship with the Red Army 
leadership. Arkady Kotliarskii, Utesov’s longtime tenor saxophonist, recalled that the 
group performed repeatedly for the army’s “top brass” (bol’shoe nachal’stvo) and for the 
Revolutionary Military Council (akin to the US Joint Chiefs of Staff ) in 1936. 8 So close 
was the relationship between Utesov’s orchestra and the Red Army that prior to the 
outbreak of hostilities in 1941, Utesov offered his orchestra’s services to the Red Army 
in the event that war should break out. 9

When war finally did break out, many jazz groups followed Utesov’s lead and put 
themselves at the military’s disposal. Bigger state-sponsored orchestras like Aleksandr 
Tsfasman’s All-Union Radio Committee Jazz Orchestra and Eddie Rosner’s Belarussian 
State Jazz Orchestra toured the country, performing for soldiers at the front, for civil-
ians in theaters and factories, and for radio audiences as well. Other jazz groups, like 
that led by singer Klavdiia Shul’zhenko and her husband Vladimir Koralli, enlisted en 
masse and became official military bands. Nikolai Minkh and his Leningrad Radio 
Orchestra, for example, became the official jazz orchestra of the Baltic Fleet. Individual 
jazz musicians like Iakov Skomorovskii left their orchestras entirely. Performing in 
Rostov-on-Don when war broke out, Skomorovskii abandoned his orchestra and trav-
eled to Leningrad to take the helm of the Red Navy jazz ensemble. 10

Regardless of where and how these groups operated, they and their music were put 
under state supervision. No song could be published, recorded, or included in reper-
toires (at least for groups that formally toured the front) without the explicit approval 
of Glavlit, the state censorship agency. 11 Therefore, no matter how much a song may 
have catered to soldier or civilian tastes, it had to, first and foremost, conform to those 
of the state. On the road, the ideological purity of touring jazz groups was further en-
sured through the constant presence of politruki (political commissars). Politruki trav-
eled with the groups, liaised with individual military units, and made sure there were 
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no inappropriate performances. Divisional and local party cell politruki also helped to 
organize visits from touring artists to both military and civilian locations. 12

Though this discussion shows the control that the state had over jazz during the 
war, there is plenty to suggest that wartime jazz was more an expression of popular de-
mand than an arm of the Soviet propaganda machine. For one thing, “western enter-
tainment music” (zapadnaia razvlekatel’naia muzyka), of which jazz was a component, 
constituted a small minority of the media that Soviet listeners could hear on the radio. 
According to an All-Union Radio Committee report, such music made up only 6 per-
cent of all music broadcast in 1943. 13 Because the committee was responsible for all me-
dia broadcast over Soviet airwaves, it had the final say about what would be broadcast. 
If the committee, as an arm of the state, had had more faith in jazz’s potential as a mo-
bilizing force, the genre would have received a greater share of precious airtime. There 
were also some who thought jazz had no place in Soviet wartime culture. Literatura i 
iskusstvo, the main cultural newspaper to run throughout the war, criticized jazz bands 
for their “hellish noisemaking” and for playing “cheap imports,” the implication being 
that jazz was not sufficiently cultured to boost morale. 14

Despite criticism and limited exposure on the radio, jazz artists put their own lives 
at risk in order to serve soldiers on the front lines. The Central Committee of Rabis, 
the art workers’ union, declared that “wherever parts of our Red Army and Navy are 
located, art workers will share life on the front with them,” and many jazz musicians 
joined the thousands of other art workers who responded to the call either by enlisting 
themselves, forming artistic “brigades” and embedding themselves within frontline di-
visions, or touring the front. 15 David MacFadyen estimates that by the end of 1941, there 
were four thousand such groups entertaining soldiers and that over the course of the 
war forty-two thousand artists went to the front and performed an estimated 500,000 
concerts (out of a total 1.3 million wartime concerts). 16

Jazz groups at the front, even those who were state sponsored, tailored their pro-
grams to audience tastes. Utesov and Shul’zhenko separately recalled that when it came 
to determining what songs to perform during frontline tours, taking soldier attitudes 
and mindsets into account was of the utmost importance. 17

The prevalence of amateur jazz ensembles within military units is further evidence 
of jazz’s popularity. Unknown numbers of amateur and professional jazz musicians 
left their groups and enlisted as individuals, and many of them quickly formed new 
groups. Minkh recalled that during the war “there was a great majority of jazz orches-
tras. Almost every army, almost every flotilla had a jazz orchestra — in the North, the 
Black Sea, the Caspian, the Baltic, all the way to the Pacific Ocean.” 18 Another jazz 
musician, Boris Krupyshev, said that his division alone boasted up to three hundred 
musicians involved in all kinds of amateur ensembles, alternately playing music and 
fighting (and dying). 19 Utesov received fan mail from several of these amateur military 
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jazz ensembles, many of them asking for song lyrics or notes and thanking him for 
his music. 20

The overlap of and disconnect between propaganda and populism in wartime jazz 
comes through not only in the ways that jazz ensembles functioned but also in the 
themes that their songs evoked. Karel Berkhoff argues that Soviet wartime propaganda 
articulated a number of specific narratives. 21 Some of these narratives were present in 
jazz songs, the most frequent being patriotism, heroism, and the Soviet relationship 
with the Allies. However, while these themes persisted in Soviet jazz, some songs occa-
sionally extended beyond standardized narratives or were reinterpreted by musicians 
and audiences.

When asked what drove them to continue fighting against Germany, many Soviet 
veterans respond that they were driven by patriotism. 22 The question of what exactly 
constituted “patriotism” during the Great Patriotic War is still debated by historians. 
David Brandenberger argues that during the war, patriotism was intimately linked to 
Russian national identity. Wartime mass culture, including plays, literature, and other 
forms of culture, largely abandoned inter- or multinationalism in favor of a focus on 
Russian folk heroes, Russian culture, and Russian military traditions (intriguingly, 
Brandenberger does not include music in his analysis). While he admits that recogni-
tion of non-Russian nationalities persisted, it lacked the prominence or staying power 
of Russian equivalents. 23 Berkhoff complements Brandenberger’s thesis by showing how 
wartime propaganda was overwhelmingly “Russocentric” while still being couched in 
the sufficiently vague language of the “motherland” (rodina). 24

Other scholars challenge such notions. Both Roger Reese and Catherine Merridale, 
who conducted extensive interviews with veterans and others who lived through the 
war, argue that for most soldiers and civilians, patriotism was an extremely flexible term. 
While some veterans did equate patriotism with the Soviet Union or Russia, others 
equated it with “home village, family, language, and even . . . peasant religion.” 25 Some 
cared deeply about the “motherland,” while others rejected the concept outright in fa-
vor of more knowable and intimate things like family and hometown. 26 As Merridale 
summarizes, “patriotism . . . was a shorthand for a range of sentiments that ideological 
leaders might not have recognized. . . . ‘Our’ people and ‘our’ country did not have to 
mean Stalin’s empire, or even, for millions, Russia itself.” 27

Some jazz repertoires, to some degree, corroborate Berkhoff ’s Russocentrism thesis. 
Utesov recalled that one of his most popular wartime concert repertoires was “Warrior 
Fantasy” (bogatyrskaia fantaziia), a largely historical program that featured songs about 
the Russian soldier throughout history. Utesov’s group performed jazz interpretations 
of songs about the Battle of Poltava and Generals Suvorov and Kutuzov, heroes of the 
Napoleonic wars. 28 One division commander told Utesov that this program reminded 
him that “we are Russian soldiers, custodians of the great ancient (drevnego) armies.”  
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A captain’s review of the show in a frontline newspaper praised the show’s ability to “re-
vive for audiences the glorious path of Russian arms.” 29

Another Utesov hit from 1942, “Baron fon der Pshik,” like Ilia Ehrenburg’s articles 
in Pravda and Red Star, promoted the idea of Russian-Jewish friendship through its 
combination of lyrics and music. 30 “Baron von der Pshik” tells of a haughty German 
baron rapidly approaching Stalingrad only to be repelled (and killed) by “Russian” bay-
onets as opposed to Soviet ones. What is more, the song’s melody is derived note for 
note from Sholem Secunda’s Yiddish-language hit song “Bei mir bist du schein.” 31 The 
combination of Russocentric lyrics with a Yiddish melody accentuated the supposed 
friendship between Russians and Jews in the Soviet Union.

The flexible and multifaceted patriotism that Merridale and Reese describe comes 
through in many jazz songs as well. For those soldiers who thought of their homes and 
families as the “motherland,” there was a whole subset of songs devoted to the relation-
ship between soldiers and the (invariably female) loved ones they had left behind. One 
of the earliest songs in this vein was “Wait for Me” (Zhdi menia). Written by M. Blanter 
and K. Simonov and performed by several jazz groups, the song is written from the per-
spective of a soldier telling his love interest to patiently await his return even though 
“letters may not come.” The song even suggests that by remaining true, the loved one 
left behind will help the soldier survive.

The most famous example of this type of “patriotic” song is Klavdiia Shul’zhenko’s 
rendition of “Blue Kerchief ” (Sinii platochek), which she performed in Concert for the 
Front and which was arguably the biggest hit of the war. Though Shul’zhenko is the 
song’s most well-known interpreter, it was originally composed by Iurii Petersburgskii 
for his own jazz orchestra before the war. 32 In Petersburgskii’s relatively uninteresting 
version the blue kerchief is a sentimental image of a relationship amid the changing sea-
sons. However, in 1942 Mikhail Maksimov, a soldier, wrote new lyrics and gave them to 
Shul’zhenko. Maksimov reimagined the blue kerchief as a symbol of the bond between 
a husband and wife who are separated by the war. 33 Shul’zhenko preferred the new lyr-
ics and incorporated them into her repertoire, proof that, within certain limits, artists 
could represent audience sentiment as much as state narrative.

“Blue Kerchief ” resonated with Soviet audiences throughout the war.   K. Adezhemov,  
who worked for the All-Union Radio station in Moscow during the war, recalled that 
the song was particularly popular among listeners, and Shul’zhenko’s jazz orchestra 
featured in the celebratory radio program that aired after the battle of Stalingrad. 34 
According to MacFadyen, soldiers and pilots went into battle with literal or meta-
phorical “blue kerchiefs” that represented their own loved ones. One was rumored to 
have charged into battle shouting “For the Blue Kerchief !” instead of the prescribed 
“For the Motherland! For Stalin!” 35 The song resonated on the home front as well. 
When Shul’zhenko and her group went into the studio to record “Blue Kerchief,” 
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they had to scrap the first recording because the engineer’s tears fell on the wax re-
cording disc. 36 Though the song lacks any explicit reference to Russia or the mother-
land, it evoked powerful images of what many soldiers considered to be their own “lit-
tle motherlands.”

Not only songs about loved ones and family but also those that referenced highly 
localized geography can be considered patriotic. Rather than sing about the Soviet 
Union broadly, some jazz artists depicted specific locations. There were, of course, songs 
about heroic cities like Leningrad and Moscow, but the most impactful jazz song in 
this vein was “Mishka from Odessa” (Odessit-Mishka). Performed by Leonid Utesov, 
himself a native Odessan, the song is a sailor’s mournful lament about the fall of his be-
loved hometown. In the song a sailor in the Black Sea Fleet reminisces about his home 
city of Odessa, now occupied by the Germans. He recalls the beauty of its streets and 
trees and memories of his family. In the chorus, Mishka remembers the words of his 
mother: “You, Mishka, are an Odessan, which means you do not fear trouble or sor-
row / You know that you are a sailor, Mishka, which means that you don’t cry or lose 
good spirit.” This refrain changes subtly in the final stanza when instead Utesov sings 
“Though you are a sailor, Mishka, and a sailor never cries, you can cry a little bit, truly 
without trouble.”

“Mishka From Odessa” was arguably Utesov’s biggest wartime hit. He began per-
forming the song in June 1942, and within the first month he received well over two 
hundred letters from fans praising the song. 37 Not surprisingly, Odessans particularly 
liked the song, but for other listeners, Odessa could stand in for other hometowns cap-
tured by the Germans. One boy wrote to Utesov to say that the song reminded him of 
his hometown of Sevastopol and of his father, who “probably” died defending the city. 38

In this sense, “Mishka from Odessa” and other songs like it are examples of what 
Mayhill Fowler calls “internal transnationalism,” in which local cultures on the Soviet 
“periphery” are brought to Moscow and then disseminated broadly and appropriated 
on a national scale. 39 That songs about Odessa, Crimea, and the Black Sea region, of 
which “Mishka from Odessa” is the most famous, were transmitted nationally during 
the war and reinterpreted by audiences may help to explain why many Russians con-
sider these regions to be integral to Russian national identity to this day.

Another popular trope in wartime Soviet propaganda was the war hero. The prom-
inence of individual heroes in the Soviet press was partially a default decision. Josef 
Stalin’s staunch refusal to publish any information that might aid the enemy or invoke 
panic (even if not doing so angered civilians or put their lives at risk) meant that Soviet 
journalists could write very little about events on the front. Instead, they were encour-
aged to highlight the great deeds of individuals as a means of keeping up the fight-
ing spirit and encouraging new recruits to join the military. 40 To be considered he-
roes for the purposes of propaganda, soldiers had to fulfill certain criteria. They had to 
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be “capable, staunch, obedient, courageous, smart, and ‘full of hate’ for the Germans.” 
It was also preferred that they had committed a great selfless act of heroism for their 
comrades. 41

Soviet jazz also painted a picture of the heroic Soviet soldier, but the heroes of song 
were more generic and transparently fictional. Some songs depicted heroic individu-
als like Aleksandr Tsfasman’s “Two Maxims” (Dva Maksima), which tells of a machine 
gunner named Maxim (“Maxim” referring to both the male name and the maxim gun) 
who dutifully fights the Germans and if injured, returns to the fight with industrial-like 
reliability. Other songs glorified groups of soldiers or branches of the military. Nikolai 
Minkh’s “Migratory Birds” (Pereletnyi ptitsy), for instance, is about a group of fighter 
pilots who are so devoted to winning the war that they swear not to fall in love until 
victory has been achieved. In his “Song of the War Correspondents” (Pesenka voennykh 
korrespondentov), Utesov toasts military correspondents and praises their diligence and 
courage on the front lines alongside regular soldiers.

Despite the prevalence of female combatants, Soviet hero propaganda was over-
whelmingly masculine, and jazz followed this trend. Being reminded of women in 
combat was off-putting for many and only reinforced the notion that the prewar days 
were gone. Shul’zhenko initially wore military fatigues during her performances but 
was told that soldiers did not like being reminded of this aspect of the war and, from 
late 1941 onward, she performed exclusively in civilian clothing. 42 Heroic jazz was also 
sung from a masculine perspective. The only songs from a female perspective were those 
about waiting at home for a loved one to return from the front. At the amateur level, 
however, female voices could be heard. For example, Utesov received a letter from two 
female soldiers that contained the lyrics to two songs they had written about women 
on the front. They asked if he would add the songs to his repertoire, but there is no ev-
idence that he did, and it is not likely that he would have done so. 43

For every song about the heroism of soldiers, there were others that depicted their 
humanity. “Mishka from Odessa” depicted a sailor who was mournful and sensitive as 
opposed to proud, obedient, or courageous. One of the most popular songs in this vein 
was Shul’zhenko’s rendition of “Let’s Have a Smoke” (Davai zakurim). The song de-
picts two soldiers on the Southwestern Front in Ukraine who reflect on how they will 
remember their experiences after the war. In the chorus one soldier says to the other, 
“About the firelights / about our comrades / somewhere, someday we will talk / I will 
remember the infantry and my native company / And you, because you gave me a cig-
arette / Let’s have a smoke, one comrade with another / Let’s have a smoke my com-
rade.” The song’s message of comradeship on the front and the bonds that formed be-
tween soldiers was a major motivation for Red Army soldiers to keep fighting but was 
less prevalent in propaganda. 44
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A third propaganda narrative complicated by Soviet jazz was the somewhat am-
bivalent attitude toward the Western Allies. When characterizing the extent to which 
the Soviet leadership or media acknowledged the Allies, Berkhoff describes it as “real 
but faint.” 45 While the anti-American/British sentiment of pre-1941 disappeared, the 
media were reticent in their acknowledgment of Allied successes or contributions to 
the war effort, and any references to “friendship” between the USSR and its allies were 
discouraged. 46

If this was indeed the case, the growth of American and British cultural influences 
in the Soviet Union during this same time must have frustrated authorities. During 
the later war years, the Soviet Union experienced an influx of films and music not seen 
since the late 1920s. The stream of American films that flooded Soviet cinemas under 
the New Economic Policy had all but dried up by the mid-1930s. Now, Soviet audi-
ences were treated to new foreign films. An American version of The Three Musketeers 
(likely the 1939 musical version starring Don Amece and the Ritz Brothers) hit the 
screen, and the George Formby vehicle Let George Do It!, about a bumbling ukulele 
player turned British spy, was retitled George of the Dinky Jazz [Orchestra] (Dzhordzh 
iz dinki dzhazа) for Soviet audiences.

With American and British films came the latest jazz music, and Soviet musi-
cians were quick to incorporate this music into their repertoires. Emil Gegner, one 
of Aleksandr Tsfasman’s bandmates, recalled seeing the 1941 American film Sun 
Valley Serenade, a musical comedy that prominently featured the music of (and live 
performances by) Glenn Miller. Gegner described Miller’s songs, which included 
“Chattanooga Choo-Choo” and “In the Mood,” as unlike any other jazz they had 
heard during the war. He made a bootleg recording of the film’s soundtrack and gave 
it to Tsfasman in order incorporate it into their repertoire. Gegner stated that from 
that point until the end of the war, the band performed “Chattanooga Choo-Choo” 
every week during their radio performances. 47 Utesov also appropriated music from 
these films, receiving praise for his 1943 rendition of an unknown song from The Three 
Musketeers. 48

Jazz groups also expressed comradeship with the Allies in their own compositions. 
Utesov and his daughter Edit recorded a bilingual version of the American composi-
tion “On a Wing and a Prayer” with both Russian and English lyrics that was well re-
ceived by Soviet audiences. 49 Minkh expressed similar sentiments in his own composi-
tion “James Kennedy” (Dzheims Kennedi), about a British sea captain who is awarded 
the title “Hero of the Soviet Union” for delivering vital goods to the USSR, all while 
shooting down German planes and sinking German U-boats. The existence of such 
songs and the fact that they were recorded and performed raises questions about how 
extensively the authorities tried to limit pro-Allied sentiment in the media. 50
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C O N C LUS I O N

It is still difficult to precisely parse the difference between jazz as propaganda and jazz 
as popular expression during the Great Patriotic War. Most jazz ensembles, especially 
those that toured the battlefront and the home front, were under state supervision, 
with their repertoires scrutinized by censors and political officers. The themes embed-
ded in many of the songs they played dovetailed with propaganda narratives on dis-
play elsewhere, especially in regard to Russocentric patriotism and, to a lesser degree, 
the heroic soldier. At the same time, propaganda may not have been all that necessary 
because people were willing to fight for their homes, their families, and each other if 
not for the party, state, or motherland. Jazz touched on all these sentiments and conse-
quently helped mobilize the Soviet population to win the war.
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C R A F T I N G T H E H I S TO RY 
O F T E R RO RT I M E S 1

Manufactured Memor y : Crafting the 
Cult of the Great Patriotic War

Yan Mann

I
n a 2015 interview in Kommersant with Sergei Mironenko, the direc-
tor of the Russian Federation’s State Archive, Viktor Khamraev inquired about the 
veracity of the heroic actions performed outside Moscow in 1941 by twenty-eight 

men from General Ivan Panfilov’s 316th Rifle Division. Mironenko commented that 
the original newspaper article that gave rise to the myth was a fabrication. Khamraev 
replied that “since my childhood I have considered them heroes, and I do not want to 
think otherwise.” In turn, Mironenko insisted that “historical facts” and “documents” 
confirmed that the story of the twenty-eight heroes was nothing more than a Soviet 
journalistic creation. A few months later, a BBC article commented that despite a his-
torical “debunking,” many Russians continue to believe the myth. 1

For the Soviet Union, the Second World War served as a defining event, overshad-
owing the importance of the Russian Revolution and Civil War (1917 – 22). War on the 
Eastern Front, which became known as “The Great Patriotic War,” provided a profound 
memory for the entire country to unite around. Every family participated in the war ex-
perience, whether fighting on the front lines, toiling in the rear, or enduring enemy oc-
cupation. Tens of millions were left dead, tens of thousands of villages were obliterated, 
and tremors from the war years continued to impact Soviet society in the postwar pe-
riod. Thus, it should come as no surprise that presently many Russians continue to be-
lieve not only in the self-sacrificial tales of individual heroes and heroines, but also in 
the overall socialist realist narrative created about the war under Joseph Stalin, which 
infused their lives and sacrifices with meaning.
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The politics of memory over the war period showcase the interplay of both indi-
vidual and collective memory. In this chapter, memory or individual memory, refers to 
events that individuals can recall having lived through, while collective memory refer-
ences the creation of a framework based on social interactions that individuals within a 
state can utilize to organize their history. 2 Collective memory and history are engaged 
in a constant struggle. Where history is complex, inclusive of multiple viewpoints and 
detached from obvious biases, collective memory relies on oversimplifications and fa-
miliar stereotypes to appeal to the masses. Collective memory reflects numerous vari-
ables and conditions that through a selective process become defining moments of sig-
nificant historical events within a collective body. 3

An essential question is whether individual memory and collective or national mem-
ory can be kept separate. As soon as individual memory joins the greater collective, it 
no longer solely belongs to the individual but occupies a space in something that is not 
constructed based on distinctly personal past experiences and traumas but rather by 
present-day needs; in many ways it retains a type of truth but also mixes in aspects of 
myth, which in this case need not mean something fictitious. On the contrary, the myth 
that is created around a collective war experience creates “order and meaning . . . to the 
incoherence of war,” a consumable narrative in its simplicity and relies on previously 
examined and resolved historical issues. 4 It could be argued that collective memory 
provides the tapestry onto which details from individual memories are embroidered, 
establishing a simplistic narrative that conveys the myth, which constitutes a learned 
truth an authority aims to embed within the public consciousness. The political sci-
entist Thomas D. Sherlock views the final product as “political myth,” which creates “a 
narrative of past events that gives them special significance for the present and the fu-
ture.” 5 The Soviet Union remained dependent on maintaining a number of myths in 
order to legitimize its existence, and the twenty-eight Panfilovtsy story is one of the 
most recognizable examples.

For the Soviet population, the myth of the war experience as propagated by the state 
became so all-encompassing that in some instances it was the preferred version, displac-
ing or blending with personal recollections and factual documentation. The war’s col-
lective memory was propagated by multiple outlets, and due to the shortage of war his-
tories, the dominance of literary publications centered on the war resulted in individual 
memories becoming intertwined with literature. The collective memory of the war was 
less reflective of a war experience and more superimposed by what Olga Kucherenko 
has termed a “universality of experience,” in which not only were significant events sim-
ilarly recalled but their interpretations were prepackaged and standardized for easier 
consumption by professional representatives of the state. 6

Historian Catherine Merridale has argued that “Red Army troops were presented, 
effectively, with two wars simultaneously. The first, the one that they alone could know, 
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was the war of the battlefield, the screaming war of shells and smoke, the shameful war 
of terror and retreat. But the other, whose shape was crafted by writers, was a war that 
propaganda created.” 7 This binary, which draws on the traditional dichotomy through 
which the relationship between the Soviet masses and state has been viewed by schol-
ars, does not fully explain the situation that developed during the war. In numerous in-
stances the language and rhetoric used by Stalin, newspaper correspondents, and read-
ers came to resemble each other and left an enduring memory preference that many 
turned to when recalling the war period. This raises the question of to what extent each 
influenced the others and whether the discourse created during the Great Patriotic 
War was a combination of efforts from information producers and consumers as well 
as censors, all of whom initially occupied a partly flexible territory thanks to the lim-
ited openness created by the war.

The German invasion of the Soviet Union created an opening within Soviet soci-
ety, literally and metaphorically. Although the publications that appeared were hardly 
free of censorship, this period was consistently viewed as defined by a “freedom” that 
many fondly recalled years after the war. This freedom was also experienced by artists, 
including photographers and filmmakers, thanks to the relaxation of certain cultural 
regulations. They might have been told what subjects to concentrate on, but they were 
given some latitude in deciding how to portray them. 8 The hope and freedom many as-
sociated with the war years endured into the postwar period and contributed to a sense 
of failure when the expected changes never materialized. 9

Drawing on contemporary newspaper articles, which signify an engagement with 
constructed memories, as well as letters from previously published and unpublished 
sources written by civilians and veterans, this chapter tackles the question of how 
much influence journalists and writers had on the creation of the war’s initial narra-
tive and its continuing influence and popularity among veterans and future genera-
tions of Soviet and contemporary Russian citizens. 10 It will become evident that the 
textual language used by state representatives, correspondents, and the reading pub-
lic often mirrored each other’s, but the question of who wielded the greater influence 
or if it was shared rather than directed is open-ended. 11 This language was then regu-
larly recycled by future Soviet administrations in the post-Stalin period. No matter 
how much they vilified or praised Stalin, his successors could not commit to funda-
mentally reevaluating the Great Patriotic War and relied on Stalinist rhetoric to un-
derstand Soviet achievements.

In examining newspaper articles, the reader will encounter numerous references 
to the more prolific authors, such as Vasilii Grossman, Konstantin Simonov, and Ilia 
Ehrenburg. Grossman began his writing career in the late 1920s. His earlier work was 
highly regarded for its authenticity and for being populated with “real people” rather 
than stereotypes. He worked as a correspondent for Krasnaia Zvezda during the war. 12 
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Simonov became famous thanks to the war and his widely popular poem “Wait for 
Me.” Finally, Ehrenburg was already well-known for his reports during the First World 
War and his coverage of the Spanish Civil War. He was one of the most popular au-
thors in the USSR, writing hundreds of articles for domestic newspapers and the for-
eign press. 13 He also received a constant stream of letters from readers during the war 
and after. Ehrenburg helped define the war’s narrative and, in part through orders from 
above and in conversation with readers themselves, helped craft an initial narrative of 
the war’s history that has continued to influence popular views. 14

R E P L AC I N G S TA L I N I N T H E M E D I A

In the wake of the German invasion, the war was transformed into a people’s war, with 
Stalin and the Communist Party relegated to the background. Stalin’s omnipresence in 
the media ceased as the triumphs of the 1930s, collectivization, and industrialization, 
built on the shoulders of Lenin and the Revolution, were put in jeopardy. News of ini-
tial defeats suffered by the Red Army meant a situation arose wherein Stalin’s name 
and image were increasingly absent for fear of identifying defeat with his leadership. 15 
The truth of the war’s initial period was hidden from the population as journalists by-
passed Marxist-Leninist rhetoric and appealed to Russian patriotism as a rallying cry 
for the defense of the state.

The war’s official title came from a Pravda article on June 23 by Emel’ian Iaroslavskii, 
a revolutionary, journalist, and historian, entitled “The Great Patriotic War of the Soviet 
People.” The “Patriotic War of 1812” described the Napoleonic invasion of Russia; con-
sequently the new title connected well-known tales of Russian resilience, courage, and 
eventual triumph to the current war. The words “Great Patriotic War” offered the Soviet 
Union an exceptional war experience and helped to separate and easily identify the 
Soviet war effort from what was previously portrayed as a conflict unleashed by two 
sides of the same capitalist coin (Britain and France, imperialists; Germany and Italy, 
fascists). 16

In the press, a lack of reference to Stalin’s words was replaced by the writings of pop-
ular reporters such as Ehrenburg and Simonov. With Stalin failing to dictate all aspects 
of society and becoming a closed-off figure, new narratives and a broader range of per-
spectives were allowed a place in the spotlight, which often resulted in more open con-
versations. 17 Between August and October 1941, as the situation deteriorated further 
at the front, Stalin’s image slowly faded from reports. It was only with Stalin’s decision 
to remain in Moscow, in the face of continuing German advances, and his speech on 
the anniversary of the October Revolution in early November, that his image was pub-
lished in Pravda on November 7 for the first time in many weeks. 18
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J O U R NA L I S T S ,  N EWS PA P E R S , 
A N D P RO PAG A N DA

Historian Anna Krylova notes that for Soviet citizens, newspapers were the “primary 
literary medium of wartime.” 19 Correspondents themselves “waited for each communi-
que with bated breath.” 20 In 1943 Ehrenburg summed up the importance of newspapers 
for readers: “In peacetime the newspaper is a supplier of information, but in wartime the 
newspaper becomes the very air one breathes. . . . [P]eople open the newspaper before 
they open a letter from a friend, for their fate is tied up with what is printed in the news-
paper.” 21 The war provided a space in which newspaper articles represented the conflated 
needs of the population and government: simplistic wartime accounts and heroic tales 
that downplayed and concealed the administration’s prewar and wartime miscalcula-
tions while emphasizing the population’s penchant for heroic self-sacrifice based on love 
for the motherland, reconfigured into symbolic, stylized productions. Consequently, 
one of the most enduring aspects of the Great Patriotic War for the Soviet Union was 
the creation of what came to be the Cult of Heroes (or the Cult of Martyrs). 22

During the chaos of the first days of the war, frontline reports by journalists in-
cluded crude reprints of articles from central papers exhibiting a low level of profes-
sionalism. Therefore, when correspondents were told of the importance newspapers 
carried for the war effort, they responded by requesting the removal of “stock phrases” 
and that they “be allowed to speak to readers in their own voices.” Ehrenburg argued 
that writers could help the cause with their talents and literary skills, as the “best agi-
tator” was a writer who utilized his own voice, vocabulary, and tone. 23 The atmosphere 
of the early period allowed such instances of “freedom” in creative thought to perme-
ate wartime articles, and Ehrenburg noticed the difference: “War inevitably brings with 
it the censor’s scissors, but in Russia during the first eighteen months of the war writ-
ers felt much freer.” 24

Soviet readers were informed of the war’s progress by daily Soviet Information 
Bureau (Sovinformburo) communiqués, which mainly tracked changes on the front 
lines and were tasked with controlling print and broadcast media that touched on ma-
jor internal, international, and military events, as well as counterpropaganda work. 25 
Alongside official communiqués, well-known literary personalities, rather than jour-
nalists, took up the task of reporting on the war and offered newspapers pieces that re-
flected a “literary style” that deviated from traditional journalism. 26 These authors were 
highly regarded by both the state and the people. It should be noted that readers viewed 
Sovinformburo communiqués and reports from frontline correspondents differently. 
While they questioned the former, the latter were eagerly consumed and internalized. 27

Authors took up the fight in their own way, and while serving on the front lines they 
were fulfilling a separate although equally important role in arming the population with 
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a hatred for the enemy. An editorial in Literaturnaia gazetta discussed the place of writ-
ers in the war less than two months after its beginning. Writers were encouraged to cre-
ate generalizations in order to “reveal artistically in every example of heroism the na-
tional character of the Soviet people, the nobility of their ideas, which inculcate a scorn 
of death and hatred of the enemy.” 28 Ehrenburg claimed many of his articles “were writ-
ten at the front. . . . I was not thinking about the objective truth when I was writing. . . 
. I was thinking of one thing only: of victory.” 29 Truth and objectivity were overshad-
owed by examples of heroism and the required slogans that authors and censors wanted 
imbibed by readers. Similarly, Ehrenburg’s exhortations for violence and retribution 
were often perceived as appeals for indiscriminate revenge. 30 He was so well-known to 
the Germans that some believed “outside every uncaptured German village the politi-
cal officer of a unit would read a declaration by Ilya Ehrenburg inciting the Red Army 
men to wreak vengeance.” 31

Wartime accounts created a direct link between readers and correspondents, forging 
a partnership. Grossman, writing to his father from the front, mentioned his popularity 
with frontline troops and how he would often see his books in their foxholes and bun-
kers. Works by Simonov and Ehrenburg were not only popular but deemed akin to holy 
symbols and icons by soldiers at the front. 32 Due to the proximity of correspondents to 
soldiers, often readers could picture their own suffering or that of their families in ar-
ticles. In April 1942 Ehrenburg received a letter from a Red Army captain mentioning 
that his mother remained in Kiev and asking if Ehrenburg “perchance” wrote “about 
her tears? Maybe you described her suffering?” A letter from A. F. Morozov at the end 
of 1943 compared Ehrenburg’s pieces with his memories of the war, filled with “feelings 
and passionate convictions and exhortations.” Readers expressed a similar sentiment in 
letters to Simonov about his war novels. Historian Polly Jones discovered that “a mother 
from Omsk and a son from Moscow both wrote to Simonov expecting him to be able 
to clarify the manner of their relatives’ deaths, since they had perceived unmistakable 
parallels between their biographies and those of the fictional heroes. Another widow, 
Kuznetsova, wrote more angrily, complaining about Simonov’s failure to mention her 
husband’s contribution to the battle at Borisov.” Soviet readers believed depictions of 
heroes needed to be “true to life,” and young audiences were heavily influenced by and 
identified with fictional heroes. 33

Much of the language utilized in reports appealed to the soldiers at the front, as writ-
ers rendered in print and often exaggerated their experiences for an audience desper-
ate for information. Their goal was to support morale on the front lines and in the rear. 
Correspondents often found themselves in the midst of battles, entwining themselves 
and their struggles with those on the front lines. Alexander Poliakov was encircled 
with the 24th Rifle Division. His articles described the division’s struggle to get back 
to Soviet lines. Grossman witnessed the Battle of Stalingrad from the ruins of the city 
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and offered one of the first documented accounts of the Holocaust in his article “The 
Hell of Treblinka,” which was used as evidence in the Nuremberg Trials. 34 Ehrenburg 
claimed in 1944 that “on the first day of the war I forgot that I had previously written 
novels and poems. I became a journalist, only a journalist, whose place is on the firing 
line. I breathe the air of battle.” 35 In all, the war’s propaganda effort encompassed the 
work of more than 1,000 writers. Hundreds participated at the front; 140 died and 
300 received decorations. 36 Many lived through much of what the Red Army suffered. 
Orders from editors and censors reinforced their training as writers. They utilized their 
experiences at the front as a foundation for the imagery they employed while exploit-
ing emotions and crafting a tapestry of Soviet heroism based on a mixture of facts and 
cliché slogans that often went unchallenged.

Soviet authors also had to operate within the confined space set up by Stalin, who 
limited talk of military defeats. Simultaneously, Stalin predicated the idea that sur-
render was the equivalent of treason, and a brave death in battle was considered the 
norm. Heroic exploits, including death, became expected and acceptable for soldiers 
and their families. Stories of selfless sacrifice were refined by authors as Stalin person-
ally edited drafts, while censors continually checked text and photographs for trans-
gressions before and after publication. 37 Newspapers and correspondents were sty-
mied in their efforts to report on events, resulting in a repetition of heroic exploits 
that became fixed in Soviet minds and were soon internalized and reiterated on a reg-
ular if not daily basis.

M A K I N G S E N S E O F D E F E AT: 
H E RO E S A N D M A RT Y R S ,  19 41

Like an assembly line, stories began to be churned out about individual heroism, while 
reports of defeats were curiously absent. Almost immediately the population noticed 
the inconsistent claims and omissions evident in official reports. In the summer of 
1941 V. Kazik, a disabled Soviet citizen, wrote to the editors of Pravda insisting that 
readers of a newspaper entitled “Truth” expected the truth, no matter how harsh. 38 In 
September 1941 an anonymous letter arrived at the Sovinformburo claiming, “You 
do not systematically inform [readers] about the situation on the front, instead, re-
ports for more than a week [contain] the stereotypical phrase — ‘fighting along the 
entire front.’” 39 Unlike the British, who portrayed Dunkirk as a “national epic,” or the 
Germans, who utilized the struggle for Stalingrad “to energize their forces,” the loss of 
Soviet cities was concealed throughout the summer of 1941. 40 As a result, Soviet citi-
zens approached Sovinformburo reports with skepticism, and many refused to believe 
official communiqués.
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Reports of self-sacrificial actions, however, were regularly believed and used as 
inspiration. From the first days of the war, Soviet readers were presented with arti-
cles mentioning ramming attacks by Soviet pilots against the German Luftwaffe and 
dive-ramming attacks by pilots whose planes had caught fire and who were left with few 
other options. One of the most famous heroes was Captain Nikolai Gastello, who pur-
portedly flew his damaged plane into a column of enemy vehicles, killing himself and 
his crew while inflicting damage and death on the enemy. For his selfless act, Gastello 
was posthumously awarded the title Hero of the Soviet Union. The rest of his crew be-
came recipients of the Order of the Patriotic War, First Degree. 41

While ramming in general was described as heroic, some disagreed. When Grossman 
visited a fighter regiment, he was met with a variety of views. One respondent believed 
ramming was representative of the “Russian character” and “Soviet upbringing,” but 
another claimed, “Ramming isn’t heroism. Heroism is to shoot down as many of them 
as possible.” Finally, a third insisted on asking: “What sort of a hero is a man who has a 
full load [of ammunition] and doesn’t manage to shoot [an enemy plane] down and has 
to ram [it]?” 42 As much as Soviet correspondents and the state attempted to demon-
strate what heroism meant in news reports, views on the ground were still conflicted 
when it came to pilots ramming enemy aircraft.

Heroism on the ground was epitomized by the ultimate sacrifice of twenty-eight 
men from Panfilov’s 316th Rifle Division. On November 16, 1941, to the east of 
Volokolamsk at the railroad junction of Dubosekovo, the Germans launched an at-
tack against the 1075th Rifle Regiment, which sustained hundreds of casualties in 
hours of fierce fighting. The following day, before news about the German attack had 
made its way to higher headquarters, the division was renamed the 8th Guards Rifle 
Division for its steadfast defense. Panfilov was killed on November 18, creating a rare 
opportunity to associate the regiment’s heroic defense with its fallen divisional com-
mander. 43 Instead of highlighting the heroic actions of the entire regiment, a handful 
of men who supposedly gave their lives to the last, sacrificing themselves on the ap-
proaches to Moscow, were treated as heroes. This case highlights the important role 
played by journalists and editors and the limited freedom they enjoyed from state cen-
sors in 1941. Without the involvement of state representatives on the ground, they 
knew without direction from above what was required of them. Writers took the ini-
tiative and aimed to serve a higher goal of mobilizing soldiers for battle. In highlight-
ing this event, journalists were reinforcing Soviet war propaganda, which claimed it 
was possible to stop enemy attacks if only soldiers stood to the death and refused to 
retreat. 44 The popularity of the Panfilovtsy was utilized to define “heroism,” resulting 
in countless reiterations of similar actions. 45

The tale of the 28 Panfilovtsy can be dated to a similar story in a 1931 Soviet 
play, The Final Battle, which highlighted the idea of an imminent war for Soviet 
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citizens. Historian Jochen Hellbeck described how “the final scene shows a group 
of twenty-seven Red Army soldiers defending the border against an imperialist en-
emy. In a hail of machine gun fire, all die but one. The injured survivor drags him-
self to a blackboard, where just before collapsing, he writes, ‘162,000,000  –  27 = 
161,999,973.’” 46 The writing was already on the proverbial wall, the deeds described 
and entrenched in Soviet memory; all that was missing was a war to superimpose 
familiar memories onto. However, the truth about these twenty-eight heroes was 
known as early as 1948, when a report about Panfilov’s men by Nikolai Afansiev, the 
chief military prosecutor, was sent to Stalin and a number of high-ranking officials, 
detailing how the story was crafted from the imagination of journalists and the edi-
tor of Krasnaia Zvezda. 47

Another hero appeared in the form of Zoia Kosmodem’ianskaia, a high school 
girl selected to go behind enemy lines as a saboteur. She was caught torching a sta-
ble of German horses. Reportedly, although tortured, she refused to give the enemy 
any information and died while defiantly proclaiming “It is happiness to die for my 
people” and “Stalin is with us” before being hanged. 48 A few weeks later, in the midst 
of the Red Army’s Moscow counteroffensive, a reporter from Pravda glorified her 
deeds after her frozen corpse was discovered, establishing one of the most iconic sto-
ries that became a national cry for vengeance. The British correspondent Alexander 
Werth remarked in 1946 that while there were others who performed similar deeds 
and suffered a similar fate, Kosmodem’ianskaia “was the name people were made to 
remember.” 49 While her torture and death were a fact, details surrounding her cap-
ture and treatment by locals remained in the shadows, as did the fact that the sabo-
tage she was responsible for in the village of Petrishchevo left several families with-
out a roof as winter was fast approaching. The truth would have undermined the 
narrative of the population’s support for the all-out partisan war Stalin initiated in 
the German rear. 50

The state and journalists never had trouble finding heroes to embrace and emulate, 
especially those who perished, since histories and facts could be amended to suit the 
needs of the greater collective. When it came to Kosmodem’ianskaia, two articles ap-
peared, in Pravda and Komsomol’skaia pravda. The article in the latter became an ob-
scure reference, while Petr Lidov’s “Tania,” which appeared in the former, received the 
nation’s attention because of its “vivid” quality. 51 Elena Seniavskaia recounts that ac-
cording to “legend,” “Stalin, on reading the newspaper account of the partisan’s response 
to the Hitlerites’ question, ‘Where is Stalin?’ namely, ‘Stalin is at his post!’ — himself 
uttered the words that decided her posthumous fate: ‘There is a true national heroine.’” 
The propaganda apparatus went into action, and Tania, an unknown member of the 
Komsomol, was turned into Zoia, the first woman to be awarded the title Hero of the 
Soviet Union during the war. 52
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T H E T U R N I N G P O I N T: 19 4 2

With the retreat of German forces outside Moscow in January 1942, Stalin began to 
reassert control over the narrative about the war in the press. If 1941 was characterized 
by Stalin’s marginalization in the press, the beginning of 1942 found the Soviet leader 
portrayed as a strategic genius. Previous defeats were now portrayed in the press as 
part of his grandiose plans to lure German forces into the Soviet interior while opera-
tions were made for their ultimate defeat, a rehashing of 1812. 53 Stalin leaned into the 
Red Army’s retreats and allowed the enormous loss of territory to influence future de-
scriptions of his strategic brilliance. Similar rhetoric could then be applied to describe 
the German advance on Stalingrad. Soon reports about Stalin’s genius were being con-
sumed and reiterated by soldiers at the front. In a letter to his parents in April 1942, a 
frontline soldier wrote that Stalin’s “ingenious strategy” was responsible for the suc-
cessful defense of Moscow. 54

As Red Army success in early 1942 proved unsustainable and failures were again 
omitted, covered up, or excused in reports, at the end of July Stalin issued Order 227, 
“Not a Step Back!” The order was read out to every unit in the Red Army. On July 30 
Pravda exclaimed “Not a step back!” at the top of its front page, and a leading article in-
voked the feat of the twenty-eight Panfilovtsy during the defense of Moscow. The same 
day Krasnaia Zvezda featured an article exhorting the troops to stand their ground: 
“Not one step back! — such is the country’s order, such is the order of the Commissar of 
Defense, our leader and general comrade Stalin.” For those who retreated without or-
ders, no mercy was to be expected, as soldiers could utilize all the powers given to them 
by the state. 55 Soon soldiers themselves exhibited the same mindset. In an August 1942 
letter, the soldier Iosif Gil’man commented, “Every day we beat the Fascists under the 
slogan ‘Not one step back,’ and we fulfill this slogan with honor.” 56 Many viewed ex-
hortations to defend Stalingrad to the death as needed support, but commanding offi-
cers in the field differed in how they interpreted and implemented the order, allowing 
veiled or explicit threats of bodily harm and execution to substitute for patriotic zeal. 57

Defeats were masked behind the veneer of a learning experience that would unite 
and strengthen the Soviet population. Although large swaths of territory were lost, 
Ehrenburg argued that “we can say that we are stronger now than in the 22nd of June, 
1941.” Ehrenburg urged his audience to “remember about what has been acquired and 
tell ourselves that the man who will return from the Front is worth ten prewar men. . . 
. In the war we have acquired initiative, discipline, and inner freedom.” 58 Ehrenburg’s 
thoughts were reflected in a letter he received from a Guards first lieutenant in the sum-
mer of 1942, who exclaimed, “We shall return from the war, not purer, not more up-
right — before the war we were as pure as white snow and completely upright. We shall 
return wise, more clear-sighted, and sterner.” 59
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If the preceding is an example of when reader’s thoughts matched Ehrenburg’s, the 
summer of 1942 also witnessed an exchange in which Ehrenburg reflected the thoughts 
of his readers. On July 14, a letter from S. Kazantsev to Ehrenburg stated:

We, the men at the front, beg you to write articles which may still more effectively 
summon the Russian men, small and great, to fine deeds and to heroism. It is neces-
sary to arouse in our Russian people such fury, such hatred for the Germans that the 
Russian will fight the German with whatever is available. So that a woman, and a little 
girl, an old man, and a boy may arm themselves with axes, scythes, stones, and in any 
encounter with a German kill him. It is necessary to say more loudly to the Russian 
man: he who does not kill a German is helping the Germans. 60

Ehrenburg’s response was an article he became infamous for, “Kill!,” published 
on July 24:

We know everything. We remember everything. We have understood: the Germans 
are not human beings. From now on the word ‘German’ is for us the most horrible 
curse. From now on the word ‘German’ discharges a rifle. We shall do no talking. We 
shall not express indignation. We will kill. If you have not killed one German during 
the day, you have lost a day. If you think that instead of you your neighbor will kill 
a German, you have failed to understand the menace. If you will not kill a German, 
a German will kill you. . . . If you cannot kill a German with a bullet, kill him with 
a bayonet. If there is a momentary calm in your sector, if you are awaiting a battle, 
kill a German before the battle. If you leave a German alive, a German will hang a 
Russian man and will dishonor a Russian woman. If you have killed one German, 
kill another — nothing gladdens us more than German corpses. Do not count the 
days. Do not count the miles. Count one thing: the Germans you have killed. Kill a 
German! — this is what an old mother begs of you. Kill a German! — this is what a 
child implores you to do. Kill a German! — this is what your native land cries to you. 
Do not miss fire. Do not let him by. Kill! 61

This exchange illustrates how the population worked in tandem with correspondents 
during the war, or even how the latter saw readers as muses. Ehrenburg comments in his 
memoirs that he received “hundreds” of requests from soldiers at the front to “tear the 
Fritzes to pieces in Red Star.” 62 The textual inspiration for those begging Ehrenburg to 
write about killing Germans, like Kazantsev, could have originated from the previous 
year and from an unexpected source. When Stalin addressed the nation on November 
6, 1941, he quoted from a directive found on a dead German lieutenant from Frankfurt/
Main: “You have no heart and nerves; they are not needed in war. Destroy the pity and 



198 TERRORTIMES, TERROR SCAPES

compassion within you — kill each and every Russian, Soviet, don’t stop if you have an 
old man or woman, girl or boy before you — kill, you will save yourself from death, en-
sure your family’s future, and gain renown for the ages.” 63 Rhetoric appeared that was 
based on a shared textual language, even from unlikely sources; not only were corre-
spondents like Ehrenburg taking cues from Stalin and the censors, but readers them-
selves offered support and championed the creation of a narrative of the war that be-
came inseparable from themes focused on by journalists and at times enforced by the 
Soviet leadership.

The Red Army’s victory at Stalingrad in February 1943 coincided with Soviet at-
tempts to tighten control over the media, as there was a fear of reporters inadver-
tently divulging military secrets due to inadequate experience. The state hoped to con-
trol the flow of information by placing limits on the number of reporters at the front. 
Correspondents went through additional training, while lists were circulated with 
preapproved subjects for both journalists and photojournalists. Simultaneously, cen-
sors continued their work. In 1943 Ehrenburg’s book One Hundred Letters, a collec-
tion of articles and letters received from soldiers at the front, was rejected for publica-
tion. When he asked why, he was told: “This isn’t 1941.” 64

Thus ended a period of the war when Soviet correspondents enjoyed a level of free-
dom they would never again experience in Stalin’s lifetime. As the Red Army found it-
self on the offensive, correspondents attempted to clarify the failures of 1941 and 1942. 
In doing so they highlighted ideas that explained away initial Soviet retreats, arguing 
that the Red Army had no experience and learned to “fight by fighting.” They steered 
attention away from the sacrifices and achievements of the allies after their landings 
at Normandy, keeping the focus on the Soviet war experience and the Red Army’s 
sacrifices. 65

In early 1945 Soviet outlets continued to stress that most of the fighting was taking 
place on the Eastern Front. An article by Ehrenburg on April 11 entitled “Enough!” de-
scribed German soldiers surrendering to the western allies with “fanatical enthusiasm,” 
in contrast to the casualties Soviet forces suffered as they continued their advance. 66 
Ehrenburg was soon rebuked by the head of Agitprop (the Directorate of Agitation 
and Propaganda), G. Aleksandrov, for “over-simplifying” the situation. 67 In response, 
Ehrenburg wrote to Stalin claiming that he was not expressing his own “line [but] the 
feelings of the people.” 68 Ehrenburg was not arrested, and he published again on May 
10, 1945. 69 As this incident shows, he seemingly believed that he retained a freedom and 
ability to portray and interpret events as he saw fit.

The public agreed with Ehrenburg to some extent, demonstrating that they pre-
ferred the narrative some journalists were championing over that of highly placed offi-
cials who represented Stalin’s position. Ehrenburg later claimed that he received “many 
sympathetic letters” in the wake of Aleksandrov’s rebuke. 70 As one example, a frontline 
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soldier wrote him that “comrade Aleksandrov speaks from the point of view of the TsK 
[Central Committee] and reflects the party line, however my voice and the voice of my 
comrades are with you.” 71 Readers had become so familiar with Ehrenburg’s work and 
valued his contributions so much that they preferred his narrative over that of a highly 
ranked public official who represented the party line.

S TA L I N A N D T H E M E M O RY O F T H E WA R

In the immediate postwar period Stalin started to do away with anything that was not 
part of a polished, sanitized version of Soviet experiences in the Second World War. 
The memory of the war constituted a threat to Stalin’s power just when it had reached 
its zenith and his status as demigod was cemented in the minds of the population. As 
Stalin’s cult dominated the war’s narrative, limits appeared on publications about per-
sonal experiences. Many understood that their memories needed to be amended to fit 
the state’s version of events and mirror Stalin’s interpretations, creating a shared war 
experience that extended from the top to the bottom. Deviation by authors in public 
was initially evident but soon extinguished as recollections that opposed the party line 
were attacked in the press. 72 With Stalin continuously found at the center of events, his-
torians were left with nothing to do but repeat well-known myths. Those who tried to 
utilize source material deemed unacceptable were denied the use of key documents. 73

Aside from amending the war’s historiography, discussions and public expressions 
revolving around the war’s memory were discouraged. Initially, May 9, 1945, was treated 
as a festival and a general holiday. The Victory Day parade was held on June 24, 1945. 
There was no parade the following year; local events took its place. In 1947 Victory Day 
was done away with as a state holiday, not to be resurrected until 1965. This decision, 
combined with the prohibition against demobilized soldiers’ forming veterans’ orga-
nizations in the immediate postwar period, severed the ability of veterans to gather for 
public recognition. 74 Finally, Stalin did not want the public to dwell on the damage sus-
tained during the war years. Instead the war needed to be portrayed as a stepping-stone, 
with the focus oriented on the future rather than the past. The victory was a bridge to 
a new society, built on the blood and sacrifice of millions.

Stalin’s speech on February 9, 1945, which began to codify various themes that were 
present during the war, signified a shift from military campaigns and achievements to 
the economic and political foundations that were able to sustain them. Such an ad-
justment to the war’s history facilitated two shifts that remained intrinsic parts of the 
postwar narrative. The role of the party was enlarged, while that of the people, sol-
diers, and military leadership was diminished. The war’s portrayal relied on abstract 
notions rather than on the actual bloody encounters that had left a marked trace on 
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every frontline veteran and defined the war experience for more than one generation. 75 
With the war depicted as a “bloodless” affair, the memories of the defeats in 1941 were 
erased, to be replaced by universal myths. Authors suffered as they were forced to re-
write their novels in order to obscure the initial period of the war and play up the role 
of the Communist Party. 76 But unlike historians, literary authors could write about 
their own experiences without needing to consult government documents or archi-
val information. 77

When it came to war literature, readers expected authenticity. Veterans themselves 
reconfigured the war’s collective memory into a history written in blood. This was ini-
tially evident in an emblematic Jewish partisan song, “Zog nit keynmol,” from 1943, 
which claimed its lyrics were written “in blood and not in lead.” 78 Similarly, an August 
1952 letter to Grossman from A. Adamovich, a major in the reserves, stressed that “the 
Soviet reader requires good historical fiction literature on the Great Patriotic War from 
writers, but authors should work carefully and painstakingly around recent history, 
many pages of which are written in our blood.” High-ranking veterans were able and 
willing to lend their expertise and “services” so that historical episodes could be “truth-
fully” depicted. Grossman’s work in particular was greatly prized at the front, and his 
novels were also valued as historical documents. In The People Immortal, published in 
1942, he was one of the first authors to discuss the Red Army’s retreats of 1941, some-
thing no other writer dared to mention, and For a Just Cause was considered by a reader 
to be the best thing written about the war. Stalingrad veterans viewed Grossman as 
“more than a journalist — he was one of their own, their comrade in arms.” 79 The editor 
of Krasnaia Zvezda, David Ortenberg, commented on The People Immortal: “Nothing 
of the kind was written since the war began. And even after the war literary histori-
ans regarded The People Immortal among the most significant works of the period.” 80 
Consequently, novels and novellas about the war experience blurred the line between 
fact and fiction.

The culmination of a war narrative that forfeited realistic portrayals of heroic acts 
and propagated a specific heroic archetype meant a revised understanding of what de-
fined heroism and victory while steering discussion away from fundamental errors per-
petrated by the leadership and armed forces. The ability of the Soviet media to create a 
heroic narrative around the selfless sacrifices of the population paved the way for Stalin 
to reconfigure the portrayal of the war’s initial period. Defeats were transformed into 
preplanned retreats, serving as part of a greater plan to defeat the enemy in exchange 
for space and time.

Wartime depictions of heroism became intertwined with the war’s collective mem-
ory. During the war, in 1944, the film Zoia appeared in Soviet cinemas. The movie was 
shown at the front and a soldier, in a March 1945 letter to his family, commented that 
the film “made a great impression” on him and insisted “here is the real truth [istinnaia 
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pravda], [down] to the smallest detail.” 81 After the war, the film’s director met a friend, 
a war correspondent, who arrived from the front and hinted that the “real” story of 
Zoia differed from the cinematic production. The director, rather than being upset, 
replied, “I would have made the film just the same. The story is more important than 
the actual details.” Margarita Aliger, a poet who wrote about Zoia’s feat, agreed with 
this notion. Almost three decades after the war she continued to insist “that her depic-
tion of Zoia was not invented, but ‘reflected the truth we believed in.’” 82 Thus, the var-
ious representations of “Zoia” reflected stylized depictions that people wanted to be-
lieve in as the “truth,” superimposed onto their memories by wartime correspondents 
and state-endorsed propaganda. Continued exposure to the same idealized narrative 
made a dent in Soviet minds that continued to influence perceptions, ideas, and beliefs. 
According to Kucherenko, “as the war was gradually mythologized . . . interpretations 
also became standardized, creating an impression of universality of experience.” In such 
a way, “uncomfortable truths were either bent or concealed to fit the overall heroic pic-
ture, and personal experiences made irrelevant to the master narrative.” 83

WA R M E M O RY A F T E R S TA L I N

After Stalin’s death in 1953, Stalinist thinking was still a formidable obstacle to interpre-
tations that might devalue the Soviet war effort. While there were detectable differences 
in how the history of the Great Patriotic War was discussed under Nikita Khrushchev, 
more often than not its foundations, including terminology and rhetoric, mirrored the 
Stalin period. Once again, Soviet literary personalities were at the forefront of discuss-
ing historical issues, and literature provided a medium for historians to explore Soviet 
history, including the Second World War. 84 Inspired by de-Stalinization, writers such 
as Grigorii Baklanov, Iuri Bondarev, and Vasil’ Bykov pushed against previously im-
posed boundaries and discussed the war while the Communist Party and censors con-
tinued to limit what could be admitted about the war’s true costs. Authors produced 
fictional works that often “resembled memoirs in their autographical perspective” and 
“aroused furious discussion about topics that were so new that they required unfamil-
iar phrases and neologisms,” including “the truth of the trenches (okopnaya Pravda)” 
and “‘deheroisation’ (degeroizatsiya).” 85

The dearth of historic literature on the war was addressed by Khrushchev when the 
Institute of Marxism and Leninism created a commission in 1957 tasked with research-
ing and publishing the first official history of the Great Patriotic War. Commission 
members identified numerous weaknesses in previous publications on the war, includ-
ing drafts of the official history. They were guilty of presenting a “dry” history that 
lacked any “vivid” character that might capture readers’ interest. 86 For instance, the 



202 TERRORTIMES, TERROR SCAPES

official history’s depiction of the battle for Stalingrad was considered too bland to de-
scribe an event of “great importance . . . it should be spoken of more vividly, colorfully.” 87 
One of the main editors argued that the “dryness” in the volumes was due to the au-
thors’ being military historians, and it was “our misfortune, that our military authors 
have often dealt with purely military books” that revolved around the art of war. The 
multivolume history, however, was of a “different character.” Given to a general reader, 
the war’s history “will strain his thoughts, and he will be left with the impression that 
this is a military book, but we need to affect people’s minds and hearts.” Facts and 
“protocols” needed to be transformed into a memorable “living historical narrative.” 
Editors pleaded with authors that their main goal and challenge should be a “need to 
correctly squeeze out all that is possible, not only in the content but in the form of pre-
sentation, so that it is vivid, intelligible material, maybe even so that at times tears will 
appear, because these events are full of drama, because tens, hundreds of thousands of 
people died, often as a result of errors, and often deliberately sacrificing themselves so 
as to defend this or that boundary. . . . I appeal to you . . . when you work on this mate-
rial, think, so that the material is dripping blood, blood that was shed, then our goal 
will be achieved.” 88 Undoubtedly this was a reference to the heroic self-sacrificial narra-
tive that so many had grown familiar with from wartime articles. If under Stalin the war 
was sanitized, then under Khrushchev the goal was to insert once more the human el-
ement, but within limits that allowed for justifications for Soviet domestic and foreign 
policies; whether a shortage of housing or the presence of Soviet troops in Eastern and 
Central Europe, everything was a result of the blood spilled during the war.

Attempting to remedy the problem of a historical narrative that lacked mass ap-
peal, commission members petitioned for the inclusion of heroic acts such as that of 
the twenty-eight Panfilovtsy, arguing that their actions represented “mass heroism” and 
claiming that “they alone defended our land and delayed a large number of the enemy.” 89 
Such assertions reinforced the narrative of the war created under Stalin, emphasizing a 
heroic feat already part of the war’s collective memory that many would not question. 
Stories of heroism seemed to ignite regular debate among commission members. One 
member was unhappy with how Zoia Kosmodem’ianskaia’s heroic feat was portrayed, 
comparing it to a “protocol” with its “dry” description of events and people. Leaning 
on literature produced during the war, he advocated including “excerpts from docu-
ments published in Pravda. [Like] Lidov’s wonderful literary, political and artistic arti-
cle ‘Tania’ with Strunnikov’s photo — Zoia Kosmodem’ianskaia with a rope around her 
neck as soon as she was removed from the gallows.” It was “necessary to remember these 
documents” as they “enrich[ed] the work” and should be included. 90 Consequently, 
even those privy to detailed information and with access to archives preferred to lean 
on wartime literary publications with their raw emotional appeal. This speaks in part 
to the lack of historical information available on the war in general, but also shows the 
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connection that many retained with the news they were exposed to during the war and 
what writers believed would continue to resonate with readers.

Consistently concentrating on a familiar heroic narrative omitted the question of 
why Red Army soldiers needed to sacrifice their lives in the first place. It was more im-
portant to figure out who had performed a specific heroic deed first, as in the case of a 
reader who wrote to the head editor of Pravda asking for clarification concerning the 
famous Aleksandr Matrosov, who threw himself on an enemy machine gun embrasure 
in 1943. The reader’s main concern was why Matrosov received all the praise for his self-
less act when others had performed similar feats before him. 91 A reply to another let-
ter, inquiring about why two previous examples of a similar exploit were practically un-
known, claimed that because Matrosov’s name and actions had fallen into the hands 
of some “lucky journalist, who publicized them through the press,” the reading public 
had become familiar with his story before that of anyone else. Moreover, he was also 
mentioned in fictional literature. 92 Consequently, a journalist’s wartime exposure of 
Matrosov’s heroic feat to the population, combined with mentions in literature, em-
bedded his exploit in Soviet collective memory with little concern for why such sacri-
fices were necessary.

The enduring legacy of the narrative that appeared during the war was a result of the 
efforts undertaken by numerous literary personalities as they attempted to follow the 
party line while being cognizant of censors. Because collective memory relies on sim-
plification, the universalization of the war experience made it that much easier for all 
sectors of society to eventually build a cult around it. Famous war correspondents gave 
voice to an event that impacted every Soviet family and, in part, a tragedy that could 
not be hidden from the population or the international community. The war’s begin-
ning could only be represented as a treacherous betrayal that allowed Soviet citizens 
to unite and help the Red Army and their state achieve victory. Tales of heroism and 
self-sacrifice became entrenched in readers’ memories, representative of the desper-
ate situation the state found itself facing, and the portrayal of a Manichean version of 
the war made it that much easier for many to internalize its narrative and make it their 
own. Germany’s invasion and the existential threat it unleashed created a break from 
the prewar period when it came to censorship that allowed a limited period of “free-
dom” and forged an unforgettable unity between the state and society that the popu-
lation had never before experienced.

When Leonid Brezhnev came to power in 1964, Khrushchev’s reforms ground 
to a halt; the initial period of the war was never objectively examined due to the 
perceived harm it would cause the Soviet state at home and abroad. Soviet writers 
were urged to portray the darkest period of the war in 1941 as the first step toward 
Germany’s eventual defeat. Concentrating on the tragedy of the first days meant tak-
ing attention away from Red Army victories. Aleksei Epishev, the head of the Political 
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Administration of the Army and Navy, only allowed historical studies that would be 
advantageous; failures were hushed up and defeats were turned into victorious epi-
sodes of the Red Army’s inevitable march toward Berlin. State censors went to work 
and, in analyzing narratives that dealt with the war’s initial period, they seemingly 
followed in footsteps that portrayed the entire war as one whose victory could be 
predicted from day one. 93

This view became enshrined in memorial complexes like Brest Fortress, which al-
tered perceptions about the war experience. The defense of Brest Fortress was made fa-
mous by Sergei Smirnov’s Brestskaia krepost, published in 1957 — another book by a lit-
erary personality that helped define the heroism of Red Army soldiers in 1941. 94 In 1971, 
one visitor saw the memory of Brest transformed from a site that formerly housed “a 
modest exhibition of photographs and newspaper clippings” into a home for “rows of 
granite graves, photographs of the ‘heroic defenders’ of the fortress, an eternal flame, 
immense statues, the works!” A “tragic defeat” was reshaped “into an exploit of heroic 
defense” with the Communist Party leading the people. “It was incredible.” 95 Defeats 
became representations of selfless Red Army heroism.

A connection to the war was also passed down to Soviet youth. They were ingrained 
with an appreciation for their parents’ and grandparents’ accomplishments and vicar-
iously established a connection to the war. Historian Donald Raleigh encountered a 
veteran’s son who recalled how his father “shared his experiences with me in great detail 
to the point where I sometimes would think that all this happened to me rather than to 
him.” The war experience was ritualized and became a constant companion for Soviet 
citizens from cradle to grave as they were turned “into ex post facto participants.” 96 A 
former Soviet citizen recalled that during her childhood “war and hunger [were] the 
two words we hear[d] everywhere: in our classrooms, in our news, in the conversations 
of babushkas on the benches of our courtyard. They [were] nonspecific and worn out, 
something that happened not to individuals but to the entire country.” 97

The further removed the events of the war were, the more contested issues became. 
In conversations during the 1980s and 1990s it became apparent that people with no 
real way of knowing the truth about the Panfilovtsy continued to vehemently defend 
the original version of the myth. 98 The war narrative’s entrenchment in the minds of 
veterans and the continued exposure of current Russian citizens to the heroic and 
self-sacrificial collective memory of the war have resulted in the defense of a history 
based on socialist realist ideals — defined as depictions of events as they should be and 
not as they are — and emotions rather than facts and research.

If under Boris Yeltsin in the 1990s Russia initially moved away from its Stalinist 
past — military parades were abolished and the war became less prominent in media 
outlets — under Vladimir Putin the government turned to the Second World War for 
a ready source of patriotism. In 2000 the wartime Soviet anthem was restored as the 
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new Russian anthem (albeit with different lyrics), and in 2003 a textbook critical of 
Stalin’s role in the war was removed from circulation. Stalin was still intertwined with 
the war’s history thanks to a narrative that continued to link him to victory. 99 Putin’s 
administration fixated on a mythic event that underlined national unity, struggle, and 
perseverance, a narrative familiar to many. An attack on the memory of the war was 
transformed into “a personal insult, a sacrilege.” 100 The general war narrative persists in 
revolving around the themes of Russian exceptionalism, selfless heroism, and victim-
ization at the hands of belligerent enemies. 101 Unfortunately, the ongoing portrayal of 
the war in a simplistic binary continues to influence Russian historians and inhibits a 
more nuanced understanding of a war treated as sacrosanct.

The increasing popularity of May 9, which became a yearly national holiday in 1965, 
speaks to how the war continues to resonate with the population. The war offered in-
spirational examples for an “apathetic populace” struggling with national identity, and 
elderly war veterans were reinvigorated with self-esteem. 102 Victory Day celebrations 
are reinforced by a heroic narrative many continue to favor. In a conversation between 
a librarian and a veteran who liked to read about the war, the librarian asked, “But why? 
You yourself were a soldier in the war. Wasn’t that enough?” The veteran replied, “Oh, 
what kind of war was that? I like to read about a real war that has heroism and brave 
deeds.” 103 Similarly, Soviet families developed strong connections with the memory of 
the war and its stylized narrative. A “Soviet baby boomer” claimed that “I don’t want 
to know or to hear that Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya’s feats never happened. The war was 
always a sacred topic in my family. I continue to believe that the people fought for jus-
tice . . . and that the country and the people were united like never before. For me the 
war is sacred, and I don’t want to subject this to reexamination.” 104 Breaking away from 
memories of the sacredness of the war disconnected many with a nostalgia for a time 
of “freedom,” which featured a heroic history that became the cornerstone of their un-
derstanding of the value and worth of the USSR’s accomplishments during the Second 
World War, the only event all can confidently celebrate.

Veterans preferred a familiar and idealized historical narrative. The author Vasil 
Bykov commented on the attitude of war veterans in a letter in 1996: “No country in 
the world has such remarkable veterans as our native and beloved USSR. Not only 
are they not promoting the truth and justice of the war, but on the contrary — they 
are most concerned with hiding the truth, most eager to replace it with mythologiz-
ing propaganda, in which they appear to be heroes and nothing else. They like this in-
flated role of theirs, and would not tolerate any attempt to challenge it.” 105 Entwining 
their wartime experiences with those of Stalin’s Soviet Union meant that invalidating 
the legitimacy of one risked nullifying the other. The courage, heroism, and sacrifice 
of their generation would be left in the dustbin of history together with the “Soviet 
experiment.”
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Another author, Viktor Astafiev, reflected in 1999 that “everything connected with” 
the war “has been so confused, that in the end the ‘made up’ war eclipsed the real one.” 
When he decided to leave the theme of war behind, he commented that “it is difficult 
and pointless. The young cannot understand, hardly anyone understands, and older 
folks don’t want to be reminded. If you must write about the war, it should be about 
the one that was made up, where they look heroic, where it wasn’t the Germans beat-
ing them, but them beating the Germans.” 106 Thus the original narrative of the war, 
crafted in fire and blood, continues to resonate and displace efforts to offer a more nu-
anced and objective account.

For Soviet veterans, the war was continuously cloaked in an aura of heroic 
self-sacrifice throughout the Soviet period. Future generations were raised on a multi-
layered diet of heroism, exceptionalism, and victimhood that hid the war’s true com-
plexity behind a simplistic binary of Soviet altruism and Hitlerite tyranny. The enemy 
were easily discernible by the language they spoke and the uniforms they wore. Soviet 
heroes, united in their hatred for the perfidious invader, waged war in unity with the 
state. Denouncing Stalin’s cult of personality during de-Stalinization only reinforced 
Soviet victimhood and that the world continued to owe a debt it could never repay to 
a generation of Soviet idealists who had paid the ultimate price for Hitler’s defeat. For 
veterans, a deep-rooted nostalgia for a past that infuses their sacrifices with meaning 
and present-day pensions and benefits underpin their wartime contributions, making 
any invalidation of the heroism of their war effort not only an emotional trauma but 
an attack on their quality of life.

The German invasion of the Soviet Union created a fertile environment for a nar-
rative of selfless heroism to take hold in the hearts and minds of the Soviet popula-
tion. Well-known authors, correspondents, and editors went to work as Stalin’s voice 
was momentarily marginalized and, using their talents, they crafted a beautiful tap-
estry of sacred heroism frozen in time. Objectivity and truth were a secondary con-
cern as writers joined the troops on the front line, suffered with them in the trenches 
or behind enemy lines, and witnessed heroism on an unprecedented scale. Others 
took a back seat to the action and used what minor facts they came across in battle 
reports to create the heroic narrative they knew readers needed to be exposed to in 
order to sustain the war effort. Memorable stories came to represent what the Soviet 
population was capable of in an existential crisis as correspondents emphasized the 
all-important role played by the Red Army and Soviet state: they were saving Europe 
and the world from Hitler’s tyranny. Literary flair, generalizations, and an author’s 
imagination created a literary style that filled the reading public with an apprecia-
tion for Soviet self-sacrifice and nostalgia for a time of unity between the state and 
the people that endures in the present.
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Compartmentalized Memor y : Coming 
to Terms with the Nazi Past and the 
Discourse on German Sufferings at 

the Turn of the Millennium

Volker Benkert

Es [das Volk] war so hart, als es die anderen schlug, 
so taub für seiner Opfer Todesklagen —  
Wie mag es nun das Opfer-Sein ertragen.

 —  A L B R E C H T  H AU S H O F E R ,  “ M O A B I T E R  S O N ET T E ,” 

F R A N K F U RT E R  H E F T E  1,  N O.  4 .  ( 19 4 6 ) :  8 4

I N T RO D U C T I O N: “ WH Y O N LY N OW ?”

W
ith this opening line of his 2002 novel Im Krebsgang, Günter 
Grass seemingly sparked a new discussion about the sufferings of 
Germans in World War II. 1 Though the Nobel laureate was perhaps the 

most influential figure to weigh in on this issue, he was not the first to spearhead this 
debate. W. G. Sebald argued in his 1997 lecture Literatur und Bombenkrieg that there 
was a taboo against writing about the bombings of German cities. 2 With a similar view 
of breaking inhibitions, Eine Frau in Berlin (1959), an eyewitness account describing 
the rape of German women at the onset of Soviet occupation, was reedited in 2002 and 
turned into a large-budget movie in 2008. 3 Quick to pick up on the notion of neglect of 
Germans’ wartime agonies, Der Spiegel featured a series entitled “Germans as Victims” 
in spring 2002. 4 Although these debates focused on civilians, the defeated soldier at 
the end of the war and as prisoner of war (POW) is also included in today’s victim dis-
course, often indiscriminately with civilians. Guido Knopp’s television documentaries 
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Stalingrad: Das Drama (2002) and Die Gefangenen (2003) showed the sufferings of 
German soldiers at war and in captivity but almost ignored the army’s participation 
in war crimes, described by the Wehrmacht exhibitions in 1995 and 2002 and in 2011 
in soldiers’ own words through the discovery of wiretappings of German POWs in 
American captivity. 5 In this supposedly novel discourse about the miseries at home 
and on the front lines, four topics become evident: flight and expulsion from the east-
ern parts of the former Reich, the bombings, the rape of German women by Soviet 
troops, and war as well as prisoners of war. One wonders why Germans, having long in-
tegrated refugees from the East, rebuilt cities, and seemingly overcome losses and in-
juries, at the turn of the millennium were still haunted by the ordeals of past genera-
tions with such intensity, almost sixty years later. Striking, too, is the idea of breaking 
a taboo, as if — as Günter Grass puts it — the German crimes had overshadowed injus-
tices committed against Germans or rendered it impossible to look at the victimization 
of Germans with empathy. 6 In this chapter I argue that this debate suggests a highly 
compartmentalized memory of World War II and the Holocaust, strictly divided be-
tween a learned discourse on German crimes and a continuous family and public nar-
rative of German victimization since the 1950s. At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, Germans failed to establish a profound connection between these discourses, 
as the narrative on Germans as victims still relied on highly apologetic discourse pat-
terns. The heightened awareness of the past as a result of generational changes and the 
passage of the past from collective to cultural memory in the young Berliner Republik 
did not reconcile this rift in memory, and Germans missed the opportunity that these 
changes provided for telling the story of their ancestors with empathy and understand-
ing while casting no doubt on their collective failure. I claim that Germans at this time 
seemed to oscillate ever more rapidly between commemorative works in both realms, 
which are amplified by a highly engaged media as well as literature and popular films. 
Indeed, Germans at the beginning of the century and to a significant extent today are 
prisoners of apologetic discourse patterns that neither do justice to the sufferings of 
Germans during and after World War II nor allow for a meaningful understanding of 
their relationship to the German crimes. 7

I N C O M PAT I B L E M E M O R I E S :  V I C T I M S 
O F G E R M A N Y A N D G E R M A N V I C T I M S

Contrary to the alleged originality of the discourse on Germans as victims, Robert 
Moeller and others have argued that the discussion at the start of this century drew 
from a discursive tradition of victimization already established in the 1950s. 8 Only 
in the 1960s, as awareness of the Nazi crimes finally grew, was the notion of devoting 
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attention to Germans as victims seen as scandalously ignoring the victims of genocide 
and war crimes. Yet the discourse on coming to terms with the past did not overshadow 
the self-perceptions of many older Germans as victims or completely silence the family 
narratives that supported them. Not surprisingly, the victim discourse thus reemerged 
during Helmut Kohl’s long tenure as chancellor from 1982 to 1998. His inability to es-
tablish a meaningful relationship to the discourse on German crimes was most obvi-
ously revealed in the ambiguous dedication of the Neue Wache Memorial in Berlin to 
commemorate all victims of war and tyranny without distinction between victims of 
Germany and German victims — a gross failure that Kohl only corrected by consenting 
to the erection of the Berlin Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe. 9 Just as in the 
1950s, the renewed debate on German sufferings was thus not only an attempt to come 
to terms with the traumas of loss and suffering; it also served to use the dialectic of vic-
tims and perpetrators to redefine ordinary Germans as victims and not as tacit accom-
plices of the Nazis or worse. This collective exculpation also reinforced narratives on the 
family level, where complex stories of involvement, complicity, and guilt were woven 
into simplistic narratives of innocence and victimization. 10 As a result, Germans devel-
oped two largely disconnected memory realms dominated by the learned cultural mem-
ory of the Holocaust and other crimes and the family and public narratives of German 
victimization. With regard to children as well as grandchildren of the war generation, 
Harald Welzer, for example, demonstrated that in the emotional context of the family 
both cohorts tend to unquestioningly accept the stories of almost heroic though fu-
tile resistance to the regime and victimization of the eyewitness generation. 11 Thus, the 
blueprint of a decades-old discourse on Germans as victims crucially influenced their 
perception of their fathers’ or grandfathers’ past even though they had all gratuitously 
encountered the Holocaust in public commemoration, in print, on TV, or in school. 
Even outside the family narrative, Germans at the turn of the millennium encountered 
a public debate structured along highly apologetic discourse patterns. Although the 
two issues are intimately related, the discourse on German sufferings thus continues to 
be divorced from that of Nazi crimes, betraying a fundamental lack of coming to terms 
with the terrors portrayed in both.

A P O L O G ET I C D I S C O U R S E 
PAT T E R N S I N G E R M A N Y A RO U N D 

T H E T U R N O F T H E C E N T U RY

Widely used discourse patterns such as universalizing or relativizing the sufferings of 
Germans against German crimes, lack of contextualization, and distancing ordinary 
Germans from the heinous Nazi crimes pervaded the debate around 2000.
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Universalization of suffering that blurs the lines of responsibility and causality fre-
quently occurs in popular infotainment history programs, most notably those pro-
duced by ZDF, Germany’s second largest public television channel. These programs 
often present German and Soviet soldiers as equally suffering in a war that seemingly 
knows neither aggressor nor perpetrators but only equal victims. 12 Although soliciting 
a sense of empathy among Germans towards Soviet POWs might be considered a step 
forward, such universalization veils German responsibility for the war. 13 Worse still, 
sufferings of Germans are often used to relativize German war crimes. Jörg Friedrich’s 
best-selling books, for example, argue that a “war of annihilation” was waged against 
the German populace by bombing German cities. 14 Consciously employing language 
reminiscent of the Holocaust, Friedrich describes how bombing victims were gassed, 
burned, or simply consumed by the raging firestorms. Even though Friedrich carefully 
avoided the term war crimes, the point of this work was not only to highlight the hor-
rors of the bombings but to weigh German crimes against German sufferings caused by 
the Allies. 15 Adding to an already rich iconography and established name (Dresden!) 
and number symbolism, Friedrich also published an illustrated volume that spared no 
gruesome detail of the slaughter in German cities. Often, however, the rich pictorial 
memory of Germans fails to problematize that many of its images and figures come di-
rectly from Joseph Goebbels’s propaganda ministry. 16 Thus, the arranged images of the 
victims of rape and murder in the East Prussian village of Nemmersdorf fail to do jus-
tice to the actual victims whose bodies were shamelessly used by Goebbels to spur on 
more futile resistance in defense of the Nazi tyranny. Surely these images should not 
be reproduced uncritically. What is more, they are also almost exclusively presented in 
isolation from a discussion on sexual violence committed by German soldiers in the 
Soviet Union, still a taboo topic in Germany. 17

A tendency to ignore the context of complicity in which German sufferings could 
be embedded can also be observed in the way the last months of the war are depicted as 
a period of unnecessary revenge and retaliation on the part of the Allies against essen-
tially beaten and helpless Germans. Especially the February 1945 bombing of Dresden 
is taken as a prime example of a militarily pointless act of destruction. However, in the 
eyes of the Allies the Germans were neither defeated nor defenseless in February 1945. 
Thomas Childers stresses the casualties American forces still suffered, especially in the 
Battle of the Bulge, which dragged on to mid-January 1945. 18 German cities contributed 
to the war effort to the very day they were conquered. These cities also helped produce 
the bombs and planes that had brought destruction over the entire continent. Frederick 
Taylor thus concludes that the loss of human life in Dresden, “most of it by normal 
standards classifiable as innocent,” was indeed tragic, “even if the city itself was not.” 19

Germany’s biggest cinema productions since the 1990s are also marred by a remark-
able lack of contextualization. Strikingly, the stories told in these movies focus on the 
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encirclement and death and not on the murderous march of the 6th Army to Stalingrad 
(e.g., Stalingrad, 1993). 20 Another film recounts the rape of a woman in Berlin but fails 
to contextualize that the author of the book was not just a random woman in Berlin 
but had previously been employed in Goebbels’s propaganda ministry (Eine Frau in 
Berlin, 2008). 21 Arguably the most widely known production of the early 2000s fo-
cuses on Adolf Hitler’s and his entourage’s pathetic last days, not their crimes before-
hand (Der Untergang, 2004). 22 Horrible as the sufferings of Germans were, they must 
be evaluated in the framework of the war that Germany unleashed in order to establish 
due context, chronology, and responsibility. Yet even when deliberate suppression of 
context is not the case, the discourse on German sufferings often attempts to distance 
German victims from German crimes. Already in 1946, Karl Jaspers dissociated ordi-
nary Germans from “moral, metaphysical or a criminal” responsibility for the atrocities 
by arguing that Germans were only in a political sense guilty of having allowed the Nazis 
to come to power. Average Germans thus could distance themselves from the wrongs 
seemingly committed only by their leaders. Furthermore, the crimes were falsely placed 
in a spatial dimension far away from where these ordinary Germans were; the crimes 
allegedly happened only behind the men fighting on the front lines and also far away 
from the home front. The discourse on German sufferings, however, is not distant from 
collective memories. It talks about immediate, familiar, and ordinary places and peo-
ple. It stresses Heimat even as it is lost, homes destroyed by bombs, ordinary German 
men — who often as involuntary draftees or seduced teenagers became soldiers — and 
POWs, who after years of captivity finally come home. These are narratives that are in 
some way present in any given German family. Adding to the perception of average 
Germans as victims of a history greater than themselves, the contemporary discourse 
on Germans as victims also tends to focus on the near, the emotional, and the individ-
ual account. Sönke Wortmann’s movie Das Wunder von Bern (2003) thus tells the sen-
timental story of a returned soldier, whose tale of rising above his problems to integrate 
into society is linked to Germany’s victory in the 1954 Soccer World Cup. 23 The protag-
onist’s sufferings as a returning POW, his wife’s survival in bombed Germany, his chil-
dren’s hardships growing up without a father, and above all the way they overcome all 
of these problems, are taken as an archetypal pars pro toto for all Germans. This type 
of mythology helps viewers to identify with the sufferings and unexpected recovery of 
ordinary Germans and simultaneously distances those ordinary Germans, the alleged 
vast majority, from those few who perpetrated the heinous Nazi, not German, crimes.

While commemoration of the suffering of Germans during and after World War II 
is a vital part of the country’s identity, discourse patterns such as universalization, rel-
ativization, lack of context, and distancing Germans from the crimes prevent a mean-
ingful relationship between the two discourses on German crimes and German suffer-
ing and thus compartmentalize society’s understanding even more.
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T H E B E R L I N E R R E P U B L I K : I N C R E A S E D 
M O M E N T U M O F M E M O RY WA R S AT 

T H E T U R N O F T H E M I L L E N N I U M

Due to the continuing use of the aforementioned apologetic discourse patterns, the 
memory debates came to the fore in the Berliner Republik at the turn of the century with 
great force. Generational changes, the passage from communicative to cultural memory, 
and the renegotiation of German identity after unification caused these debates to in-
crease in momentum. This new rigor stood in marked contrast to the voices that called 
for bridging the divide between the two discourses, albeit often in the same relativizing 
manner as before. 24 To its credit, German society also continued and still continues to 
commit to the ongoing commemoration of German crimes and engage the recent schol-
arly debate around the complicity of ordinary Germans. Thus, the Wehrmacht exhibi-
tions drew crowds in all major German cities, even sparking a parliamentary debate. The 
public also engaged in controversial scholarship on Aryanization, arguing that ordinary 
German civilians were willing beneficiaries of the expulsion and murder of the Jews, and 
German audiences now discuss the discovery of wiretappings of German POWs, which 
reveal the widespread autotelic and sexual violence exercised by ordinary Germans. 25 Yet 
as I showed earlier, Germans delved with equal rigor into literature, scholarship, and me-
dia with apologetic undertones portraying Germans as victims. For some commentators 
the appeal to commemorate German sufferings from Grass and others just continued to 
be a means of gradually substituting German perpetrators for German victims. 26 Others, 
however, hinted at a necessity to work through this allegedly denied part of the German 
past in much the same way that Germans had come to terms with the Holocaust. 27 As 
a result, Germans at this crucial moment were presented “as simultaneously guilty and 
suffering in proportions still very much open to dispute.” 28

As the debate sought to settle this score with renewed passion, generational fault 
lines played an important role in shaping the discourse on Germans as victims. Since 
both the cohort that gave birth to most of the perpetrators and the war generation 
had largely passed away, the generation shaping the discourse on German sufferings 
around 2000 was made up of those who were children and teenagers in 1945. 29 Naturally 
they perceived themselves as victims seduced and exploited by the regime as air de-
fense helpers (Flakhelfer) or child soldiers (Kindersoldaten). 30 Their urge to overcome 
long-buried personal traumas was met with a growing interest from oral historians and 
the media. 31 On the occasion of the May 8 commemoration in 2005, Der Spiegel and 
the Sueddeutsche Zeitung both published a series of eyewitness accounts mostly from 
this generation. Not surprisingly, these featured above all their horrific experiences at 
the war’s end. 32 With perpetrators and soldiers, and even those whose only fault might 
have been voting for Hitler in 1932, having passed away, the lone voice from the past 
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then was one of German victims. What is more, even the first postwar generation, 
which had challenged the culture of denial before 1968, seemed to have developed a 
new interest in German sufferings. In 2004 Chancellor Gerhard Schröder made no se-
cret of his very first visit to his father’s grave in Romania, where he was killed in action 
in 1944. Many authors, such as W. G. Sebald, Jörg Friedrich, and Helke Sanders, who 
spearheaded the discourse on German sufferings, hail from the so-labeled 68er gener-
ation. Their contemporary books on German sufferings were often preceded by exten-
sive work on Nazi crimes, as if, as Herman Beyersdorf suggests, they felt a moral obli-
gation to address the crimes first to overcome their ideological qualms about writing 
on German suffering. 33 It is thus not surprising that the idea of breaking a self-imposed 
taboo against writing about German sufferings was prominent among former 68ers.

In addition to generational shifts, a renewed search for national identity after uni-
fication in 1990 triggered a “process of internal introspection” with respect to the past 
that accelerated the memory debates in Germany. 34 Having overcome a second dicta-
torship on German soil, and building on decades of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, the 
Federal Republic gained legitimacy internationally and sought to establish greater ease 
toward its past. 35 As a country that wanted be seen as having learned its lesson from 
history, the Berliner Republik even used the discourse on the Holocaust and that on 
German sufferings to support the moral obligation for or the moral reserve against in-
tervention on foreign soil. 36 While Germans thus seem to draw on both discourses to 
finally be on the morally right side of history, countries terrorized by Germany during 
World War II began to question their established historical master narratives of resis-
tance and noncollaboration under German occupation. After long and painful debate, 
the Paris Shoah Memorial of 2005 acknowledged French assistance to the Holocaust 
under German pressure. 37 The Polish Institute of National Remembrance largely con-
curred with Jan T. Gross’s assertions that the Jews had been murdered by their Polish 
neighbors, albeit at the instigation of the German occupiers, which sparked an intense 
debate about antisemitism in Poland. 38 As a result, Germany’s former victims under-
went a painful process of facing the past around 2000, which allowed Germany, now 
equipped with a sense of having mastered its past, to become part of a European-wide 
commemoration of a universally burdened past. 39

Applying the terms of Jan Assmann, this decade also saw a change from a com-
municative memory to a cultural memory of the past, which together with the afore-
mentioned generational shift and changes in German identity added to the increased 
momentum of the debate. 40 In order to preserve the communicative memory as our cul-
tural heritage, the new millennium saw an enormous increase in eyewitness accounts 
and biographical data, encouraged by the “biographical turn” in research and literature 
and the aforementioned generational shifts. In this context, one might think of Steven 
Spielberg’s Shoah Foundation or Walter Kempowski’s Echolot (1993) as much-needed 
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attempts to keep the voices of the past alive. 41 Yet the audience in Germany had much 
less exposure to communicative memory of the Holocaust, because Germans were by 
and large children and grandchildren of those who were deemed racially and politi-
cally acceptable to the Nazi regime. Thus, they were well attuned to the communica-
tive memory of German sufferings, while their perceptions of German crimes stemmed 
from an accepted but learned discourse on German crimes. This discrepancy becomes 
apparent when considering the acclaim for Martin Walser’s autobiographical novel Ein 
springender Brunnen (1998). 42 In essence, Walser sought to dissociate his childhood 
memories of Nazi Germany from the context of German crimes, to which he did not 
refer at all. Following the familiar discourse pattern of distancing near personal memo-
ries from historical context, he thus perpetuated it for a younger audience. 43 He claimed 
that the story of ordinary Germans can and should be seen in isolation from the learned 
cultural memory of the German crimes. 44 What became evident from this debate was 
that the relationship between the discourses on the Holocaust and on German suffer-
ings can be seen as a clash between learned cultural memory of the Holocaust and nar-
rations on German sufferings handed down from generation to generation. While the 
contemporary discussion of German sufferings around the year 2000 easily fit into 
long-established family traditions and thus was likely to be passed on to future gener-
ations, it remained largely disconnected from the learned heritage of the Holocaust. It 
was in this debate that gradual transition to cultural memory was negotiated. Given the 
predominance of the discourse patterns that separate the two discourses, this division 
was firmly cemented into a future understanding of the past in Germany. 45

M E M O RY C O M PA RT M E N TA L I Z AT I O N TO DAY

The turn of the millennium as a moment when discourses on the past clashed with re-
newed rigor also informs memory discourses today. A look at contemporary miniseries 
about the war suggests that ordinary Germans, in productions such as Unsere Mütter, 
unsere Väter (2013), Tannbach (2015), Das Boot (2018), and Charité im Krieg (2019), 
are much more likely to be portrayed as complicit in the regime’s crimes, yet they also 
remain victims of an all-powerful regime and an all-consuming war. 46 While the film-
makers’ interest in problematizing the dichotomy between victims and perpetrators and 
expanding the categories of investigation to men and women is admirable, apologetic 
narratives similar to those explored here still cushion the realization that Germans’ an-
cestors were often all too willing accomplices.

Universalization to blur the lines of responsibility and causality can be observed in 
Unsere Mütter, unsere Väter. In the first part, a group of Wehrmacht soldiers led by the 
protagonists force Russian civilians to walk ahead of them to clear a path through a 
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minefield. Three times the soldiers are reminded that their current position is untenable 
and that they have to move through the minefield to reach safety. After taking casualties 
themselves, they decide to force the Russian civilians to go in front of them. One of the 
protagonists even declares that the losses that are sure to result from crossing the mine-
field would not have to come from their own. In this scene, the soldiers are seemingly re-
sponding to the pressures of war to justify the inhumanity of their actions. The protag-
onist even underscores this notion by saying: “The war will only bring out the worst in 
us,” as viewers hear German soldiers yelling orders at the civilians and exploding mines 
killing them. 47 The crime against the civilians is thus relativized as part of the horrors 
of war, whose agency — not the soldiers’ — is marshalled to cushion their responsibility.

Relativization of German crimes plays a role in the more recent Sky production Das 
Boot. The film is a sequel to Wolfgang Petersen’s blockbuster movie Das Boot from 1981, 
based on Lothar-Günther Buchheim’s novel by the same name. While the earlier Das 
Boot film and the book focused on the experience of the crew at sea, the new Sky series 
makes considerable efforts to link the front in the Atlantic Ocean with the home front 
in occupied France. No longer avoiding any discussion of complicity of sailors in crimes 
committed on German submarine bases in France, the new Sky series, for example, dis-
cusses brutal German reprisals against the civilian population for acts of sabotage by 
the French resistance. Even sexual violence by German sailors — still a taboo topic in 
Germany — is shown. 48 Yet German crimes are relativized in the character of Samuel 
Greenwood, an American businessman who claims that his family financed Hitler’s re-
armament policies in the 1930. 49 Even though American companies such as Ford and 
IBM, through their German affiliates, indeed made money in Germany even after 1939, 
the German rearmament boom was financed almost primarily by German businesses, 
which profited handsomely. 50 Through this false claim in an absurd twist of the plot, 
German responsibility is relativized by suggesting an American co-responsibility, and 
German heroes, however tainted they may be, are confronted with the evils of American 
capitalism, represented by Greenwood.

Embedding stories of German suffering into the context of complicity of ordi-
nary Germans is what recent films have set out to accomplish. Indeed, contempo-
rary German films problematize this complicity of their protagonists like never be-
fore. In Tannbach, for example, not only do viewers see Graf von Striesow as a victim 
of Soviet postwar dispossession, but the film also reveals him to be a war criminal who 
ordered the shooting of civilians as reprisal for partisan attacks in the Soviet Union. 
Yet Striesow’s complicity is wrapped into apologia to humanize him to viewers today. 
Confessing to his later wife, he argues that it was cowardice, not conviction, that forced 
him to order the shooting. What is more, his confession and acknowledgment of guilt 
redeem him in the eyes of viewers today: “I did not have the strength; I did not have the 
courage. There is no excuse. Time does not heal wounds. . . . What remains is guilt.” 51
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Finally, distancing Germans from the wrongs seemingly only committed by their 
leaders can be observed in Charité. In the last gasp of the Third Reich in 1944 – 45, 
Nobel Prize laureate Ferdinand Sauerbruch is shown as a tireless physician helping hun-
dreds of war casualties regardless of their station in the Nazi regime. The film, however, 
also distances him from the complicity of many physicians in Nazi crimes by neglect-
ing to problematize his knowledge and support of human experiments conducted by 
the likes of Josef Mengele and Karl Gebhardt. As Robert Jütte has argued, Sauerbruch, 
in his capacity as a member of the Reich Research Council, had favorably reviewed a 
proposal by Mengele to conduct human experiments at Auschwitz. He had also heard 
Gebhardt speak about experiments on captured Soviet partisans. 52 By failing to explore 
Sauerbruch’s knowledge of the inhumanity of so many members of his profession, the 
film distances him from the crimes.

C O N C LUS I O N: C O M PA RT M E N TA L I Z E D 
M E M O RY I N T H E B E R L I N E R R E P U B L I K

At the turn of the millennium, German memory of war and genocide was still highly 
compartmentalized. Its main tenets — the public discourse on coming to terms with 
the Nazi past through remembrance of its victims and the private and public memory 
of Germans as victims of bombs, expulsions, rape, and Soviet captivity — remained 
largely divorced from each other. The continuing use of apologetic discourse patterns 
like universalizing suffering, relativizing German crimes, failure to render German suf-
ferings in context, and distancing German victims from German crimes prevented a 
meaningful engagement with both discourses. What is more, the heated memory de-
bates of the Berliner Republik, amplified by the media, literature, and film, seemed to 
oscillate ever more rapidly between these poles, making it more difficult to overcome 
this compartmentalization. The compartmentalization of memory around the turn 
of the millennium and the apologetic discourse patterns that emerged from it also 
shape representations of the Nazi past in film today. Unable to speak about the com-
plicity of ordinary Germans without wrapping it in apologia, portrayals of the Nazi 
past at the turn of the millennium, like their contemporary variants, remain hollow 
despite their professed novelty in showing ordinary Germans as co-perpetrators. As 
a result, their attempts to show empathy with German suffering remain equally shal-
low and divorced from an engagement with Germans as beneficiaries and accomplices 
of the regime’s crimes.
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T R A N S NAT I O NA L 

P E R S P E C T I V E 1
Between National and European Memor y ? 

About Temporal and Spatial (Dis)Continuities 
in Post-1989 Dutch Memor y Culture

Ilse Raaijmakers

I N T RO D U C T I O N

A 
delicate mission.” 1 With these words the Dutch and German 
media described the invitation to German federal president Joachim Gauck 
to deliver a speech on Dutch liberation day, 5 May 2012. On this day, the 

Dutch people remembered and celebrated their liberation from German occupation 
in 1945. This was not only an exceptional event because the former victim invited the 
former perpetrator to commemorate the liberation together; it was also the very first 
time a foreign head of state was invited to give a speech on this national commemo-
ration day. In his speech, the president referred to several episodes of Dutch occupa-
tion history, but he also addressed the present and future. This is especially evident in 
Gauck’s closing words:

Some 67 years ago, we would have described our current state of affairs as pure par-
adise: for three generations, Dutch and Germans have lived with shared values and 
have been working together in Europe and worldwide to promote these values. We 
can be proud that our countries have been part of this united Europe from the very 
beginning, and that we are considered honest and reliable partners in many regions 

“
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of the world. We are jointly benefiting from the freedom, peace and prosperity that 
come with strengthened European and international cooperation. I hope this unique 
success will give us the strength we need to master our present-day challenges and to 
shape our common future in Europe. 2

The final part of the speech is completely dedicated to Europe. In fact, there is no state-
ment in this passage that doesn’t contain a reference to Europe, and all of it has a posi-
tive connotation. A joint Dutch-German commemoration of the end of World War II 
on 5 May provided the perfect occasion for Gauck’s ode to Europe.

Such references to Europe on commemorations of World War II in the Netherlands 
are not new. They appeared with increasing frequency in the post-1989 period, often 
in relation to Dutch-German commemorations that became the topic of debate in the 
same period. The debate over whether, and how, to include the Germans in the celebra-
tion of Dutch national commemoration days represents an important turning point 
in Dutch memory culture. This discussion started in the mid-1990s and still remains 
an ongoing story; witness the mixed reactions to the invitation to Gauck. In this chap-
ter I examine the use of Europe in the context of Dutch-German commemorations in 
the mid-1990s around 4 and 5 May, the national commemoration days of World War 
II in the Netherlands. In addition to liberation day on 5 May, the Dutch commemo-
rate their war victims on 4 May.

To understand the background of the mid-1990s debate, I first give a brief overview 
of the European national memory discourse since 1945 to which the actors in the de-
bate reacted. Subsequently I describe the immediate cause of the debate in 1994 that 
was triggered by international developments. Then I scrutinize the political-cultural 
context of the debate as well as the different points of view represented in it. Finally, I 
return to the question of the meaning of Europe in this debate. As we will see, Europe 
is often referred to as being opposed to national memory. Some of the major actors pro-
pose that Europe should supplant the nation as the central reference of commemora-
tions. This debate has still not ended. As I argue here, it may be more fruitful to strive 
for a synthesis between European and national memory.

EU RO P E A N NAT I O NA L 
M E M O R I E S A F T E R 19 45

After the liberation by Allied forces in May 1945, the Netherlands found itself in dire 
straits. The nation had suffered more from World War II than other Western European 
country; in particular, it experienced severe damage, economic and social chaos, and 
above all large numbers of casualties. This was all remembered in terms of national 
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terrortimes and national terrorscapes, leaving little space for the international aspects 
of World War II. National suffering played an important role in the narrative about the 
war alongside another essential national element: resistance. The foundation myth of 
postwar Dutch society was rooted in the resistance. In this myth, resistance was charac-
terized as the distinguishing attitude or mentality of the entire population: the Dutch 
people as a nation stood up against the Germans. In public memory, the war became 
the paragon of national unity. Many Dutch people identified with this image of World 
War II as a period of “oppression and resistance.” It supported both the postwar recon-
struction and the morale of the population; one could be proud of the past. This na-
tional myth compensated for the humiliating and shocking experience that actually 
characterized the war. 3 Such national war narratives, which distorted history in order 
to forget or support the foundation myth of postwar society, were widespread in post-
war Europe. “Every occupied country in Europe developed its own ‘Vichy syndrome,’” 
as Tony Judt has described it, referring to the French memory discourse. 4

In the immediate postwar period, the Dutch national memory discourse was very 
exclusive. Mainly (Allied) soldiers and resistance fighters were collectively remembered. 
Other victims, such as Jews, Roma, Sinti, and other civilian casualties, had no place in 
the public commemorations. Again, this was not particular to the Netherlands, for at 
the time many European countries centered cultural memory of World War II on active 
victims, persons who had died because of their (heroic) actions. Their death was not in 
vain; they had made a sacrifice for the community. By contrast, this logic would imply 
that passive victims had not died through something they had done but because of who 
they were. 5 Their death was useless to the postwar community. As Judt put it: “Whereas 
liberation, resistance and deportees [. . .] could all be put to some service in compensa-
tory national myth-making, there was nothing ‘usable’ about the Holocaust.” 6

This memory discourse of national terrortimes and national terrorscapes was al-
ready showing cracks before the Berlin Wall came down in 1989. The tide turned from 
the 1960s onward as the Holocaust began to take a central place in the public mem-
ory of the war. It became widely known that an incredibly high number of Dutch Jews 
were murdered during the war, though mainly not in the Netherlands but elsewhere 
in Europe. There was an increasing interest in and acknowledgment of the suffering of 
the Jews in Dutch society. The representation of World War II changed from the heroic 
and nationalistic notion of “oppression and resistance” to an image of senseless suffer-
ing — the persecution and the camps — and individual harm. Within this memory dis-
course, the private memories of survivors and other first-generation victims and their 
feelings earned significant status. These changes since the 1960s were naturally linked 
to the social and cultural upheaval of that time. 7

In spite of these major shifts in the representation of the war, Dutch historian J. 
C. H. Blom pointed to the fact that the basic consensus on the meaning of the war 
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was unchanged. The memory of the war remained a “moral touchstone” in Dutch 
society, “the basis of a clear distinction between moral and immoral, good and bad 
[goed en fout].” 8 These “judicial-moral terms,” 9 used to describe the Dutch behavior in 
World War II between resistance (goed) and collaboration (fout), were an important 
political-moral framework to interpret the war, both by historians and the wider public. 
In his inaugural lecture “Under the Spell of Good and Bad?,” delivered in 1983, 10 Blom 
denounced this political-moral historiography of World War II. He incited historians 
to struggle out of this “goed-fout perspective” and come up with new perspectives on 
the war that contained fewer value judgments. Dutch behavior in the war could not be 
categorized as either goed or fout, according to Blom. 11 His plea was heard by histori-
ans, but not as quickly by the wider public. In fact, in his farewell speech before retire-
ment in 2007, Blom stated that public opinion was still under the spell of goed and fout. 12

This does not mean that goed and fout were not discussed in public before. In the 
mid-1990s the supposedly black-and-white perspective on the war was openly criticized 
and used to plead for a more European perspective. In general, there was a widespread call 
at that time for a more critical view of the Dutch war past, in which Europe played an im-
portant role. This call was a reaction to the national memory discourse described previously.

C O M M E M O R AT I N G WI T H G E R M A N S ?

The invitation to the German federal president to come to the Netherlands in 2012 
must be seen through the longitudinal lens of the debate about the question of whether 
Dutchmen and Germans should commemorate together on the Dutch remembrance 
days, 4 and 5 May. To understand why this debate is so crucial for Dutch memory cul-
ture and why Europe plays such an important role in it, we have to look at its origins. 
After the fall of the Berlin Wall, European integration gained momentum, and the 
memory boom of World War II came to a tentative head with the fiftieth anniversary of 
the end of the war. The link between both developments is clearly visible in the Dutch 
debate of the mid-1990s.

The start of this debate in 1994 was triggered by developments elsewhere in Europe. In 
the run-up to the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the liberation of Europe, govern-
ments, municipalities, and civil society were in full preparation for what would become a 
true commemoration marathon. The kickoff was the fifty-year anniversary of D-Day on 
6 June 1994. In Germany and France a fierce discussion had ensued months before about 
the question of whether German chancellor Helmut Kohl should get an invitation for 
this commemoration. To his disappointment, Kohl was not welcome at the D-Day com-
memoration, where twenty-five heads of states celebrated the invasion in Normandy.
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As a reaction to these international debates, which drew widespread attention in 
Dutch media, a similar debate started in early 1994 in the Netherlands about whether 
German representatives should be invited to the commemorations on 4 and 5 May. 
The debate was initially started by remarks by the Dutch ambassador to Germany, 
Peter van Walsum. On several occasions he had pleaded for a less nationalistic ap-
proach to celebrating liberation day in the Netherlands, because this event had, in his 
view, a more European meaning. This plea was supported by historical arguments. 
Van Walsum was an advocate of the perspective that World War II was not a con-
flict between nation-states but rather a fight between democracy on the one hand 
and Nazism and fascism on the other — that is, a struggle of ideologies. In line with 
the argument in German federal president Richard von Weizsäcker’s famous speech 
in 1985, to which Van Walsum referred, the ambassador saw the end of World War 
II not as a defeat of Germany but as a worldwide liberation from Nazism, in which 
Germany was included. 13

According to Van Walsum, this view also implied a correction of the Dutch nation-
alistic image of the war, in which all Germans were wrong and all Dutch were good. 
Along these lines, he thought that the Dutch should stop commemorating the war in 
nationalistic terms; it was about time to celebrate together with the Germans. The com-
memorative collaboration would do justice to this perspective. 14

We should keep in mind that this was a plea made by the Dutch ambassador to 
Germany, who saw himself as “the guardian of Dutch-German relations.” 15 These rela-
tions had been under stress in the early 1990s for several reasons. First there was German 
irritation about the publicly expressed Dutch doubts with regard to the reunification of 
the two Germanies in 1990. With other European heads of government, Dutch prime 
minister Ruud Lubbers was skeptical about German reunification, fearing renewed 
German nationalism and expansionism. More European cooperation proved the an-
swer to this fear. The strengthened European integration process of the 1990s was not 
so much the result of renewed friendships in Europe but of the memory of European 
terrortimes.

Second, in 1993 the outcome of a survey showed that Dutch adolescents had an ex-
tremely negative image of Germany. But above all there were frictions about the 1.2 mil-
lion Dutch postcards with the presumptuous text “I am furious” that were sent to Kohl 
after the antiforeigner violence in Solingen in 1993, where five people were killed in a 
fire — as if the Germans themselves had not been outraged. 16 Therefore, the ambassa-
dor may have had a hidden agenda for the improvement of Dutch-German relations 
behind this public plea for commemorative collaboration. In March 1994, his words 
were picked up by Dutch media and caused a huge public debate. In this controversy, 
the concept of Europe assumed a central position in the various arguments.
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D I V I D E D PA S T S ,  C O M M O N F U T U R E

Within the debate concerning the joint commemoration with Germans an important 
topic became this question: What should be remembered? Temporal and spatial di-
mensions were important here. Proponents of a joint commemoration focused on the 
postwar period. They found it important to concentrate not only on the terrortimes 
of World War II but also on the postwar successes. In these proponents’ view, a com-
mon Dutch-German commemoration could reflect and underline postwar reconcilia-
tion and cooperation between the Netherlands and Germany: in Europe. From former 
enemies the Germans had turned into allies in a united Europe, wherein both coun-
tries supported the same values, like freedom and democracy. Europe was an import-
ant spatial frame of reference in this line of argument that enabled a joint commemora-
tion. The success of a united Europe was what bound the Germans and Dutch together.

In the Dutch newspapers, several examples emerged that contributed to this way of 
thinking. The Anne Frank foundation wrote: “In the present Europe, in which there is 
talk of fraternization, we should involve them [the Germans] in one way or another in 
the liberation.” 17 Others stressed that there could be no real Dutch-German reconcili-
ation as long as the Dutch kept excluding the former enemies from their commemora-
tions. 18 One newspaper editorial presented Germany as a guarantee for European stabil-
ity, arguing that “this Germany deserves a place at the commemoration of the end of the 
period of the Third Reich. [. . .] Fifty years later, the commemoration is the pre-eminent 
moment for reconciliation and affirmation of the normalized relations [in Europe].” 19

A collective commemoration is thus explained as a reward for Germany’s achieve-
ments in Europe. The European spatial frame of reference adds weight to these argu-
ments: Germany was important not only for the Netherlands but for Europe in gen-
eral. Some even reversed the debate by arguing that it would be inappropriate behavior 
toward the fully European-integrated and democratic Germany to not invite it to the 
commemoration. 20

Many dissenting opinions were also represented in the newspapers. The most fre-
quently stated argument against Dutch-German commemorations was that of re-
spect for the victims of World War II. They were not ready to commemorate to-
gether with their former perpetrators, it was said; this would hurt their feelings. 21 
One commentator wrote: “It befits the Dutch government [. . .] to spare the feelings 
of resisters and victims on this Day [5 May].” 22 This perspective nicely demonstrates 
the “psychological” narrative of the war that was still dominant in the mid-1990s. 23 
In public memory, the suffering of the victims still retained a central place, and the 
victims themselves held a high social status. Therefore, according to many opponents 
of the joint commemorations, people should respect their wishes if they did not want 
Germans present. Indeed, in the weeks of discussion in September and October 1994, 
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groups of former resistance fighters and Jewish organizations, among others, had ex-
pressed precisely this wish. 24

As far as Europe was concerned, the opponents rejected the spatial reference to 
Europe as a common frame, proposing instead to stay focused on the national space. 
They stressed that they had nothing against European cooperation and reconciliation, 
and they acknowledged the achievements of Germany in this respect, but national com-
memoration days of World War II were in their view not the occasion to be utilized for 
this cause. 25 Some extended this argument by casting doubt on the intentions of the sup-
porters for Dutch-German commemorations. What was striking in the whole debate 
was that the advocates were mainly politicians and intellectuals; the opponents, by con-
trast, were mainly members of resistance and victims’ organizations or other members 
of the “first generation.” In several readers’ letters to newspaper editors this distinction 
was observed. According to the readers, the collective commemoration was a top-down 
initiative, imposed on the Dutch public by politicians. The general message of these 
letters was clear: don’t use “our” national commemorations for political purposes. 26

An opinion poll at that time showed that a small majority in the Netherlands had 
nothing against the involvement of Germans in the national liberation day. The poll 
result also revealed that mainly older people opposed the joint commemorations. 27 
Nevertheless, the psychological narrative of the war caused the solidarity of the major-
ity with the minority.

In the end, it was the Dutch government that would decide if a German representa-
tive was invited or not for a national commemoration. Initially, Dutch prime minister 
Willem Kok cautiously supported the idea of a common Dutch-German commemo-
ration. After several talks with groups involved, such as the Jewish community and or-
ganizations of former resistance fighters, however, he had come to the conclusion that 
the Dutch commemoration days should remain a national affair. 28 One can conclude 
that the government had had to surrender to the dominant psychological perspective 
on the war. Too much resistance among the first generation had arisen against the pro-
posal to commemorate together with Germans.

B ET WE E N NAT I O NA L A N D 
EU RO P E A N M E M O RY ?

I return here to the meaning of Europe in this debate. What narratives of World War 
II are articulated by referring to “Europe”? A closer look at the reference to Europe 
shows that European memory was used as opposed to national memory. This spatial 
dichotomy was important; it was however not fruitful in bringing closer a European 
memory discourse.
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Most advocates of a joint commemoration contested, in their view, the hegemonic 
nationalistic memory discourse of that time. The Dutch ambassador to Germany, for 
example, who had started the debate, supported his plea for a Dutch-German com-
memoration with historical arguments, namely a different perspective on how people 
should view World War II. According to Van Walsum, a correction of the nationalis-
tic image of the war in which all Germans were wrong and all Dutch were good was 
needed. In his view, the war was not a struggle between nation-states but between ide-
ologies. The ambassador was not alone in his call for a more self-critical perspective 
on the past.

Next to historians and other intellectuals, in 1994 – 95 it was the Dutch government 
itself that repeatedly advocated cutting across the perspective of goed and fout, black and 
white. This clear memory politics was visible on several occasions, for example, in the 
speech given by Queen Beatrix during her state visit to Israel in March 1995. In front of 
the Knesset she spoke about “courageous and sometimes successful resistance.” “But,” 
she continued, “we also know that they were the exceptional ones, that the people of the 
Netherlands could not prevent the destruction of their Jewish fellow citizens.” 29 These 
were the exact phrases that were picked up and spread by the media.

Two months later, on the national liberation day, the queen expressed words of sim-
ilar meaning. In her speech on 5 May Beatrix said: “How weak the heart can be in such 
distress [World War II], may not be forgotten. After half a century, the recollections of 
these days are sometimes colored too black-and-white. To allow an honest representa-
tion it shouldn’t be concealed that besides courageous behavior, passive conduct and 
active support to the occupiers have occurred.” 30

In April 1995, prime minister Kok also addressed the black-and-white stereotypes, 
in an interview with the German newspaper Die Zeit: “We need to look with open eyes 
to our own role [in the past]. The longer we have moved away from the events back 
then, the bigger the danger of black-and-white perspectives — we were the good guys, 
the others the bad guys. In this context one forgets that at that time, many Dutchmen 
also did not meet their human commitments and that innumerable Germans, like the 
Dutch, have also suffered from the Nazis.” 31 These remarks make clear that, following 
the historians in the 1980s, the Dutch government in the 1990s pleaded for revisiting 
the past in a more self-critical way. The cozy image of a nation in which a large part of 
the population had been goed during the war and only a handful Dutchmen had been 
fout was publicly challenged. Instead, a narrative of shame and guilt was brought for-
ward. A common insight in historiography for years was now presented in public de-
bate as breaking a taboo.

In the debate about commemorating together with Germans, many advocates of a 
joint commemoration referred to the supposedly distorted national image of the war 
in public memory. With the same structure of arguments as the challenging of the goed 



249TERRORTIMES IN TR ANSNATIONAL PER SPECTIVE 1

versus fout perspective, they questioned the dichotomy of the evil and guilty Germans 
and the good and innocent Dutchmen. According to proponents, the Dutch had cher-
ished their role as victims too long, ignoring that there were among them also perpe-
trators, just as there were also victims among the Germans. 32 This new narrative of the 
war proposed by the supporters of a Dutch-German commemoration was presented as 
a correction of the national (resistance) myth; their view would be a more nuanced and 
even “honest representation” of the past. Not surprisingly, a joint commemoration was, 
according to its advocates, the perfect occasion to express this image of World War II.

However, the supposedly more nuanced representation of the war in the debate has 
mythical elements as well. This becomes clear when looking at the role of Europe in 
the debate. “Europe” was only used with positive connotations. It was the concept that 
embodied postwar peace, freedom, democracy, reconciliation, and cooperation. The 
new narrative of the war included a foundation myth: “On the ruins of World War II 
the European Union has appeared,” 33 ignoring the fact that there were several decades 
between these events.

Apart from stressing postwar European successes, proponents of a joint commemo-
ration also underlined the common European present and future of Germany and the 
Netherlands. In the mid-1990s, the concept of an integrated Europe was presented as 
a reality that couldn’t be ignored by cleaving to the tradition of national commemora-
tions. In this way, (united) Europe served as a spatial frame of reference that enabled a 
Dutch-German commemoration of World War II. Such a commemoration would re-
flect all positive stories about Europe — reconciliation between former enemies who 
are now working together on their future — without completely losing sight of World 
War II. In this narrative, the European terrorscape during the war was the ultimate neg-
ative contrast to the present peaceful and united Europe.

This use of Europe was clearly a product of its time. After 1989 European integration 
gained momentum, partly and literally, on Dutch soil with the treaty of Maastricht in 
1992. The Netherlands considered itself part of the vanguard of postwar European in-
tegration. In this context, proponents of a joint commemoration had every reason to 
present the war as the birthplace of European integration. This supported the self-image 
of a European nation and gave a positive connotation to the commemorated past, just 
as the resistance had done in the immediate postwar period.

Nevertheless, this use of Europe was also part of the correction of a national myth 
and its replacement with a more nuanced image of the past, as presented in the debate 
in the mid-1990s. My aim here is not to criticize these actors in the debate — it is ines-
capable for societies to produce myths to account for their collective past — but rather 
to reveal the constructed character of Europe and the interests of the people it served. 
But it is problematic when such a dominant European memory discourse comes to re-
place rather than supplement a national memory discourse, as it did in the arguments of 
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some of these actors, leaving little room for nuance and ambivalence. Yet in the Dutch 
case, the European perspective did not replace national narratives of World War II. The 
basic consensus on the meaning of the war went unchanged, as Dutch historian Blom 
observed in 2007. 34 World War II memory remains a “moral touchstone” in Dutch so-
ciety, and even now this memory is mainly understood in national terms. 35

Overall, then, the legacy of the debate in the mid-1990s can be seen as a correction of 
a national myth and its replacement with a more nuanced image of the past, opening up 
the geographic imagination referred to during “national” commemoration. “Europe” 
received a more important place in the Dutch memory discourse of World War II from 
1989 onward, as was clearly visible in the debate about commemorating with Germans. 
Europe can allow for common themes — reconciliation, peace, freedom — but we must 
not forget that the memory underneath is still often understood in national terms. It is 
useful not to see a national and European perspective in memory culture as mutually 
exclusive. Both perspectives can coexist. The Netherlands and many other European 
countries are still in the process of overcoming the dichotomy of national and European 
memory. But maybe it would serve us well to remember that our nations are part of 
Europe, not its antithesis.
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T E R RO RT I M E S I N 
T R A N S NAT I O NA L 

P E R S P E C T I V E 2
Remembering the Holocaust: 

Opportunities and Challenges

Georgi Verbeeck

T
he past is rarely if ever a closed book. Take the Holocaust. 1 The 
systematic murder of around six million Jews during the Second World 
War continues to be an open wound, but at the same time it has come to 

serve as a major point of reference for the collective memory of postwar Europe. In 
his study Postwar (2005), the British American historian Tony Judt (1948 – 2010) 
embarked on a search for the central meaning of the Holocaust for the political 
leaders and citizens of Europe today. 2 He recalled the works of the German poet 
Heinrich Heine (1797 – 1856), who in the early nineteenth century had arrived at 
the conclusion that Christian baptism was the only option available to the Jews of 
Europe to be accepted as full citizens of their countries. After 1945 this changed 
fundamentally, however, as Judt argued: “Today the pertinent European reference 
is not baptism. It is extermination.” 3 The memory and recognition of the fate of 
the Jews in the extermination camps of Nazi Germany, in other words, turned into 
an “entrance ticket to Europe.” Those who doubt the history of the Holocaust or 
question or minimize its seriousness position themselves outside of the social con-
sensus. Any denial or downplaying of the Holocaust is equal to excluding oneself 
from civilized public debate. “Auschwitz,” then, has become a benchmark of post-
war European identity. 4
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T H E H O L O C AUS T A S I D E N T I T Y M A R K E R

The memory of the Holocaust has deeply penetrated our political and moral conscious-
ness more deeply than any other historical episode. Keeping this event at the fore-
front of our recollection, it is argued, helps us to sustain the moral foundations of a 
democratic society. How we relate to the Jewish tragedy is decisive for the function-
ing of our moral compass. It becomes a “mark of honor” that needs to be “deserved.” 
Recognition or denial of the Holocaust now coincides with acceptance or rejection of 
the international political and legal order. 5 In other words, historical awareness is more 
than just a noncommittal, intellectual interest in events from the past. It is about the 
way in which contemporary citizens position themselves and build a social, political, 
and moral compass. Judt formulated this as follows: “The memory of Europe’s dead 
Jews has become the very definition and guarantee of the restored humanity on the 
European continent.” 6

Putting the Holocaust at center stage in our collective memory and emphasizing 
its unique character also comes with a few side effects, of course. Although it reveals 
something about the way in which we look at the Judeocide as such, it also has impli-
cations for our historical awareness regarding other historical events. Put differently, 
the crimes of the Nazis have become a “gold standard” and a point of reference for the 
way in which we look at other genocides and other forms of massive violence. Since 
the end of the Second World War, it has grown familiar to us, at least in the North 
Atlantic world, to measure genocides and large-scale violence, as it were, against the 
yardstick of the extermination of the Jews. The fate of human beings and population 
groups in times of massive violence — both before and after the Holocaust — thus is 
looked at through the prism of the crime par excellence: namely, a largely successful at-
tempt at systematic extermination of a group of Europeans ( Jews) by another group of 
Europeans (Germans). 7

Does this turn the Holocaust into a generally accepted international icon, vested 
with a universal meaning transcending historical time and place? 8 Will the memory 
of the Holocaust be conceived as having to do more with morality than with histori-
cal factuality? This would imply that the Holocaust is lifted out of history, so to speak. 
But precisely this issue is a subject of debate and controversy. 9 After all, should we look 
at the Holocaust as a kind of template that allows us to measure the size of other geno-
cides and severe human rights violations, in the past as well as today and eventually in 
the future? Putting too much emphasis on the idiosyncratic character of the Holocaust 
may be accompanied by the risk of ignoring other genocides (and their victims in par-
ticular). The image of the Holocaust, in other words, vacillates constantly between the 
two poles of unicity (total incomparableness) on the one hand and universalism on 
the other (including the competence to compare it with and measure it against other 
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genocides). In both cases Auschwitz is turned into a “warning from history.” 10 This as-
sessment strongly influenced the Stockholm Declaration of 2000. It claimed that “the 
magnitude of the Holocaust, planned and carried out by the Nazis, must be forever 
seared in our collective memory,” and “the depths of that horror . . . can be touchstones 
in our understanding of the human capacity for evil.” 11 In response to the Stockholm 
Declaration, many countries launched a Holocaust Memorial Day, to commemorate 
each year on 27 January the liberation of Auschwitz on that same day in 1945. 12

A C O N T E S T E D M A S T E R NA R R AT I V E

More than seventy-five years after the end of the Second World War, the mass mur-
der by Nazi Germany of the European Jews remains solidly embedded in the historical 
awareness of the Western world, and this is true in both the public sphere and the lives 
of many individual citizens. 13 The attention given to this episode in academia, the me-
dia, and public space is increasing rather than growing smaller. Those unfamiliar with 
the subject belong to a small and negligible minority. There is little doubt about the 
fact of the Holocaust’s prominent presence in the collective memory of the West. But 
what is debatable is whether this is also truly desirable. One can ask oneself if putting 
the Holocaust center stage in our memory is useful, and if the large attention given to it 
in research, education, and public debate — including public space and its many monu-
ments, museums, and commemorative sites — is perhaps tied to particular risks as well. 
Some scholars, such as the British scholar David Patrick, have in fact formulated sharp 
criticism of the omnipresence of the Holocaust. 14 Patrick has indicated at least four po-
tential dangers articulated as questions: (1) Is it possible that inordinate attention to the 
Holocaust will be accompanied with the risk of its becoming an instrument for political 
or ideological reasons? (2) Is the notion of “drawing lessons from the past” not infused 
too often with overly large expectations? (3) Does a one-sided “overrepresentation” of 
the Holocaust perhaps have undesirable moral or pedagogical effects, in the shape of a 
decreasing sensibilization? (4) To what extent is it possible for “overrepresentation” of 
the Holocaust to lead to the opposite, and is a backlash inevitable? These four concerns 
are mainly of a pedagogical nature. But one can also, as a fifth concern, point to the epis-
temological implications of a certain one-sided Holocaust representation. This pertains 
to the issue of whether or not fixation on the Holocaust is essentially a form of historical 
anachronism. It must be pointed out that this kind of concern regarding the representa-
tion of the Holocaust ought not to be put on a par with a plea to ban it from collective 
memory or to downplay its meaning. What is at stake, however, is that Holocaust ed-
ucation and remembrance will benefit from critical self-reflection, and that in the end 
all will benefit from a careful and balanced knowledge and understanding of the past.
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Politicization

In politics, in the media, and in public space, but also in international politics, it has 
become a commonplace to use the Holocaust as a moral benchmark, as it were. 15 Few 
will be afraid to do so, in particular when it seems politically advantageous or when 
it contributes to realizing loftier goals. Even wars or international confrontations are 
justified when considering the crimes of opponents — Saddam Hussein, Slobodan 
Milošević, Bashar al-Assad, Vladimir Putin, the “Islamic State” — as on a par with those 
of the Nazis. This was the case, for instance, during the civil war in former Yugoslavia, 
in which in particular the Serbian-Bosnian concentration camps were compared to 
Auschwitz, or in which fighters on the Croatian side were presented as the new Ustaša 
(the Croatian fascist collaborators during the Second World War). 16 American his-
torian Peter Novick once described the Holocaust as a “yardstick of evil,” which par-
ticularly since the collapse of the Berlin Wall was used by various actors for their own 
political gains, notably in efforts to convince their supporters and disqualify their oppo-
nents. 17 The problem is, however, that a permanent reference to the Holocaust, whether 
desirable or not, can easily lead to a new form of trivialization. 18 It may indeed under-
mine one’s line of reasoning rather than contribute to achieving its primary objective 
(which is to convince people of the validity of a particular argument). Whenever try-
ing to convince another person, after all, one is likely to be more successful when stay-
ing away from demonizing the opponent in advance.

As a universal symbol of suffering and injustice, the Holocaust has increasingly 
evolved into an instrument for political, ideological, and moral causes. Controversial 
examples are the radical opponents of abortion, who describe termination of pregnancy 
as a “Baby-caust,” 19 as well as radical animal rights activists, who speak of “Animal-caust,” 
or an “Auschwitz for animals” when they address the fate of animals in the meat in-
dustry’s slaughterhouses. 20 And who has never been exposed to the image of a “nu-
clear Holocaust”? 21 The question that arises, then, is whether labels like these, and the 
implicit comparisons involved, generate support for the issue at hand, irrespective of 
whether or not the issue itself is justified. Is the issue of animal rights or unborn lives 
promoted by comparing its victims with those who died in the extermination camps 
of the Nazis? Is it not the case that such comparisons that systematically start from the 
Holocaust rather lead to trivialization and, subsequently, to moral indifference? 22 Put 
differently, these cases of sustained comparison with the Holocaust as the central point 
of reference seem in fact to detract from its power as a warning signal. When a trope is 
used too often or without leaving room for reflection, the argument of the speaker is 
undermined instead of strengthened, and its impact — contrary to expectation — will 
be rather limited.

A similar development may also occur in academic debates. 23 Among activist histori-
ans it is common practice to use the Holocaust at least implicitly as a point of reference 
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for linking the fate of a specific group with that of the Jews during the Second World 
War. Another common practice is terminological extension, for instance when ref-
erence is made to an “Armenian Holocaust,” 24 an “American Indian Holocaust,” 25 a 
“Black Holocaust,” or a “Red Holocaust” (violence and oppression in communist coun-
tries). 26 Comparison between the Holocaust on the one side and other genocides on 
the other has always posed special theoretical and conceptual problems for historians. 
If the unicity and therefore the incomparability of the Jewish Holocaust are stressed, 
this produces an image of a history that is exclusive and enclosed within itself. It may 
well be the case that it is not possible to draw any lessons from the past. What is abso-
lutely unique and incomparable by definition never repeats itself. In a sense, then, noth-
ing is to be “learned” from history, for the future will always be new and different by 
definition. But if one stresses the universal character of the Holocaust, thus implicitly 
comparing it with other genocides, there is the potential danger of trivializing the past. 
Between unicity and comparability as extremes, it seems, Holocaust remembrance con-
stantly has to steer a middle course.

“Drawing Lessons from the Past”

Is it possible to draw lessons from the past at all? 27 Both in historical research and in 
history education, it is commonly observed that sound knowledge of the history of the 
Holocaust and its permanent remembrance are necessary in order “to be able to draw 
lessons from the past.” 28 Since the end of the Second World War, many generations of 
young people have been reminded again and again that the example of the Holocaust 
must be kept in mind to develop an attitude of tolerance, as well as to stand ready when-
ever new violations of human rights and large-scale violence would present themselves. 
Yet it is questionable if this is a justified expectation. Was it possible to prevent the geno-
cides in Indonesia, Cambodia, Rwanda, and Bosnia with the memory of the Holocaust 
in the back of our minds? Isn’t this rather a misplaced optimism about the power of 
history? Too often it is assumed that Holocaust remembrance as such provides insight. 
But insight alone does not necessarily lead to decisive action. By dealing with the past 
we are not automatically well prepared for the future, let alone does dealing with the 
past make us better people. 29

If the Holocaust is represented as the genocide par excellence, this may easily cause 
people to develop the illusion that genocide can only occur in that particular form, 
that is, by means of extermination camps and gas chambers. To many, this may turn 
the Holocaust into the only “genuine” genocide, so to speak. Is this perhaps the reason 
so many genocides have largely remained beyond the scope of international attention? 
One example is the killing fields in Cambodia, right at a moment when the Western 
world was exposed to the American TV miniseries Holocaust; another example is the 
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genocide in Rwanda in 1994, barely a few weeks after the first screening of Schindler’s 
List. This is one of the consequences of presenting the Holocaust as an absolutely 
unique event: this very gesture renders any “lessons from the past” well-nigh impos-
sible. What lessons for our own era can we draw, after all, from a historical experience 
that could only take place in a quite specific context of the past? 30

Desensitization

Closely linked to the preceding issue is the situation identified by many that (too) much 
attention to the historical Holocaust may cause people to actually become less sensi-
tive and alert to newer forms of massive violence. 31 Social sensitivity, then, in fact di-
minishes over time. What has been etched into our historical mind too often and too 
long as an extremely shocking experience, then, may no longer manage to keep our at-
tention permanently. This might explain, for example, the rather lax attitude among 
Western countries regarding the events in Bosnia and Rwanda at the end of the previ-
ous century. Is there a gradual process of desensitization when genocide is involved? 
If one sketches an all too conventional image of the Shoah, the things that come af-
ter it may hardly be shocking to us anymore. As Leo Tolstoy wrote in Anna Karenina: 
“There seem to be no circumstances and conditions of life to which a man cannot get 
accustomed, especially if he sees them accepted by everyone around him.” This may ex-
plain why a world in which so many images of the historical Holocaust circulate tends 
to respond slowly or inadequately to the threat of a new genocide. But the suggestion 
that the Holocaust constantly has to be compared comes with risks as well. This, too, 
may give rise to a form of desensitization. As noted by Novick, “the Holocaust is the 
emblematic horror against which all other horrors are measured,” which implies that 
every form of large-scale violence has to compete, as it were, with the scale and the size 
of the Holocaust. 32 And this renders the Holocaust, with its six million victims, basi-
cally unbeatable. Popular consensus, after all, adopted the notion that genocides need 
to have at least an equal number of victims. Can a fixation on the atrociousness of the 
Holocaust offer an explanation for why in comparable cases one actually does not in-
tervene (or only too little or too late)? And does this perhaps explain why relative inac-
tivity, precisely in reference to that atrociousness, can be reasoned away?

Saturation

Decreasing sensitivity may easily lead to a sense of saturation, as has been identified 
by many scholars. 33 Every form of attention to the Holocaust that some may experi-
ence as exaggerated can easily backfire. This is what happened for instance in Germany 
among conservative or right-wing nationalist politicians who were eager to show their 
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frustration about what they considered an “obsessional” dealing with the past. As early 
as 1969, the Bavarian Christian-Democratic politician Franz-Josef Strauss (1915 – 88) ob-
served that “a people that has achieved such remarkable economic success has the right 
not to have to hear any more about Auschwitz.” 34 Strauss was followed by Helmuth 
Kohl (1930 – 2017), whose famous comment on the “mercy of the late birth” (Gnade 
der späten Geburt) 35 centered on the notion that postwar German generations should 
liberate themselves from unnecessary “feelings of guilt” and “shame” about events for 
which in fact their ancestors should be held accountable. Kohl and his supporters felt 
that it was all too easy for those who were born after 1945 — which included those on 
the political Left — to point reproachfully at those who actually experienced the Nazi 
regime. But Kohl was also fiercely criticized for this argument, because it exonerated 
him and his postwar generation from the obligation to think critically about the past, 
while he seemed to suggest that it was possible, finally and definitively, to close the black 
pages of history (symbolized by the infamous Schlussstrich [final stroke]). Kohl’s plea 
fit perfectly in the conservative Wende (turn) of the 1980s. 36

Politicians such as Strauss and Kohl paved the way for a development that will not 
be concluded anytime soon. At the start of the twenty-first century, a debate emerged 
in Germany on the issue of whether only those who had suffered directly under the 
Nazi regime had to be considered as victims ( Jews in particular), or whether ordinary 
German citizens should also be seen as such. In particular right-wing circles began to 
request attention to another historical trauma: all the things ordinary German citizens 
had gone through during the years of the Third Reich. 37 Accordingly, public attention 
also began to shift toward the horrors of the Allied airstrikes during the war, the system-
atic expulsion of ethnic Germans from Central and Eastern Europe, and the mass rape 
of German women and girls by Red Army soldiers. 38 Stretching this logic even further, 
it was finally suggested that “ordinary Germans” should largely be regarded as victims 
of their own regime. In this way the borders of national victimhood were pushed to the 
extent that the boundaries between perpetrators, spectators, and victims began to blur. 
This revisionist movement can best be considered as a countermovement to conven-
tional commemoration culture, which continued to center chiefly on the Holocaust. 
But is this backlash an effect of a particular overrepresentation of the Holocaust, at 
least for Germany as the home country of the perpetrators? Much appears to point 
into that direction.

Anachronism

This political, pedagogical, and moral backlash could be the result of a strong fixation 
on the Holocaust in our collective memory. In addition, one can formulate critical con-
cerns from an epistemological angle. Tony Judt was strongly aware of this. He specified 
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the uncomfortable truth that what happened to the Jews in the period between 1938 
and 1945 was not at all experienced in a way we would expect from today’s perspective 
of contemporaries at the time. What is meant here is the following. For many years after 
1945, most people in Germany and elsewhere succeeded in forgetting and suppressing 
the fate of their Jewish fellow citizens during the Shoah — and this had little or noth-
ing to do with feelings of guilt or shame. Nor did it have much to do with consciously 
wanting to suppress unbearable memories that as unresolved traumas continued to dis-
turb one’s peace of mind. Rather, this mainly resulted from the simple fact that for most 
people at the time, the war was hardly, if at all, about the Jews as such. One could per-
haps make an exception here for the leading figures within the Nazi hierarchy. But this 
elite, namely the ideologues and architects of the Holocaust, considered the extermi-
nation of the Jews part of a much larger plan, involving, among other things, a radical 
geopolitical and demographic rearrangement of Europe. 39

It is hardly likely that the majority of the citizens in Germany and the occupied coun-
tries who embraced National Socialism did so merely because they were glad to live in 
a system that murdered massive numbers of Jews. It is much more likely that they did 
so to save their own skin and to keep up a semblance of normalcy. 40 How Jews were 
treated was in most cases a matter of secondary importance or even of moral indiffer-
ence. In other words, the fate of the Jewish population was in fact seen as not so rele-
vant. Together with Judt we may now experience this moral indifference as downright 
shocking. 41 But ignoring this historical fact of moral indifference and assuming that 
ordinary citizens during the Nazi period experienced the fate of the Jews as the victims 
themselves experienced it will only lead to bad history writing and is in itself a form of 
mis-memory. In retrospect, of course, Auschwitz is one of the most important chapters 
to be recalled from the history of the Second World War, but this is only the case from 
a strictly post-1945 perspective. Timothy Snyder has called this an example of “com-
memorative causality,” in particular the inclination to interpret the past according to 
the frames of what now seems logical and important, not on the basis of the erratic na-
ture and the relative incomprehensibility of the past as such. 42

It is quite tempting and understandable to look at the events of the 1940s through 
the lens of over half a century later, or from the perspective of today’s knowledge and 
emotions. Only in this way does the Holocaust become a pivotal moment in the his-
tory of Europe, as well as a political and moral benchmark. But this is retrospective his-
tory writing by definition and therefore essentially anachronistic. 43 What seems inev-
itable is the notion that history only becomes instructive when one rewrites it in the 
light of current decisions. But in so doing, “history” is no longer subject to the histor-
ical discipline, the scholarly study of the past, and rather enters the domain of mem-
ory studies. History becomes memory, a completely new realm with different methods 
and epistemologies.
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C O M P ET I N G M E M O R I E S

The central position that the Holocaust appears to have in collective memory ought not 
to make us forget that for a long time this pertained to countries in the West almost ex-
clusively. In the countries of Central and Eastern Europe the situation was completely 
different during the communist era. In many respects, an orthodox Marxist view of his-
tory was diametrically opposed to views common in the liberal democracies. 44 The sit-
uation in the countries of the Eastern Bloc was complex. After 1945, citizens in Central 
and Eastern Europe had much more to memorize than those in Western Europe; at 
least one might expect that. Was it not true, after all, that the Jewish population of 
Eastern Europe had suffered immensely more under the German occupation than the 
Jews in the West? Many more Jews were murdered in the East, and many more citi-
zens witnessed the horrors of the Judeocide. Many more collaborators were complicit 
and played an active role in the Nazi extermination camps. 45 At the same time, how-
ever, the Marxist view of history has tried hard to ban the Holocaust from collective 
memory. The war as such, including the many crimes by the German occupier, was ob-
viously all but ignored in the Eastern Bloc. Party and state institutions in fact ensured 
that these crimes were extensively and ritually commemorated. But after 1945 the fate 
of the Jews during the Holocaust — the fact that Germans murdered Jews because they 
were Jews — continued to be covered by a heavy blanket of public silence.

For the German Democratic Republic (GDR) this historical representation played a 
crucial role in legitimating the raison d’être of both the communist regime and the state 
itself. 46 The reasoning basically came down to the following. Fascism was seen as the pre-
liminary end-stage of capitalism, and its essence could only be grasped if it was analyzed 
as a social and economic system. In Marxist interpretation the class structure was piv-
otal. 47 All that mattered was what could be interpreted in terms of social and economic 
categories. National, cultural, or religious issues fell beyond that scope or were dismissed 
as irrelevant. Groups victimized for such reasons, Jews in particular, were automatically 
ignored. In addition, the responsibility for dealing with the historical burden of National 
Socialism was passed on to the West German state. This state was seen, after all, as the 
“heir of the Third Reich” because it had restored capitalism and had thus left in place the 
breeding ground for fascism. 48 In the GDR it was common to present Hitler literally as 
a “puppet of monopoly capitalism,” a spokesman for those who had started the war to 
safeguard their own economic interests. The communist authorities chose to highlight 
in public memory not the millions of victims persecuted for their national, cultural, eth-
nic, or religious identity, but those who for political reasons fought “Hitler-Fascism.” 
And communists featured prominently in this last group. Their role better fitted the 
model of class struggle. Sites where Hitler-Fascism was commemorated — in partic-
ular Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen — foregrounded the suffering of those who had 
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persisted in their fight against Nazism, rather than the suffering of the victims of a ra-
cial war. 49 This image of history remained basically in place until 1989: Hitler-Fascism 
had largely aimed to fight the revolutionary workers’ movement, while its violence was 
mainly targeting resistance fighters, rather than the Jews or other ethnic groups.

Roughly the same image of the past can be found in the other countries of the 
Eastern Bloc. In Poland, the country with by far the most victims during the Holocaust, 
it was virtually impossible not to address the genocide. But here too many commemora-
tive sites (Sobibor, Majdanek, Treblinka, Bełżec) were literally gone from the face of the 
earth because the Germans had dismantled them prior to the arrival of the Red Army. 50 
In places where memories could linger most palpably, such as in Auschwitz, postwar 
communist leadership would manage to find other meanings. Although a large major-
ity of the approximately 1.5 million murdered victims in Auschwitz were Jews, its mu-
seum identified them only in terms of their nationality, silently disregarding any eth-
nic or religious dimension. 51 Yet during the era of the Polish People’s Republic the first 
signs could be seen of a growing competition between Jewish and Polish victimhood, 
which after 1989 would lead to heated and emotional debates. 52

In general, there was little interest in addressing the fate of the Jews in the Second 
World War in the various other East European countries either. Local communists 
who had taken the lead in resistance activities against the German occupier were again 
portrayed as heroes and the only people worthy of commemoration. Ethnic and reli-
gious categories were again ignored. The Second World War was presented as a major 
theater of anti-fascist struggle, one against the excrescences of a “monopoly-capitalist” 
system. If the ethnic or “racial” dimension hardly featured in dealing with the past, it 
is possible in this respect to identify some minor differences between East Germany, 
Hungary, Rumania, and Bulgaria (the former aggressor and its associates) on the one 
hand and Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia (which sided with the Allied forces) 
on the other. Yet in particular the first group of countries (and notably the GDR) tried 
hard to impose a rigid ideological frame on history that completely managed to push 
the Jewish Holocaust into the background.

Such a strongly politicized view of history would largely lose its relevance in the coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe. With the collapse of “real actual existing socialism” 
in 1989, the Marxist interpretation of history (in its dogmatic form) had had its day. 
However, the end of communism in those countries gave rise to a new battle for collec-
tive memory. 53 After 1989, fierce and emotional debates were conducted on matters per-
taining to a more recent past: deportations, expropriations, ethnic cleansings, arrests and 
show trials, severe punishments sometimes ending in death, and the tyranny of an om-
nipresent secret police. In short, the dangers and challenges of everyday life under com-
munism now lived on as painful memories. In many countries, in post-1989 Germany in 
particular, fierce discussions were held about what to do with the archives of the secret 
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intelligence and police services covering the years under communism. But much more 
was actually at stake, namely the question of how the old communist perception of his-
tory could be replaced by a new outlook on the past. 54 This often led to a reversal of the 
old roles: what used to be official truth was now condemned as an official lie. But break-
ing the old taboos was not without risks. Until 1989, anti-communism had been seen as 
equal to fascism. Because the official pre-1989 anti-fascist doctrine had now been robbed 
of all credibility, it became quite tempting after 1989 to look back with some sympathy 
toward those who under the old communist regime were castigated as anti-communists, 
including the fascists of the interwar period and during the Second World War.

The downfall of communism accelerated change and gave rise to a new memory 
landscape. This mainly had effects on the representation of everything related to the 
Second World War. The old anti-fascism had lost its shine, and in particular the his-
tory of the Soviet Union came to be seen in a new light. In countries such as Poland 
and the Baltic states, bitter memories of the Soviet annexation again came to the fore. 
The history of communism turned into one of suppression, violence, and expansion. 
The old totalitarianism theory — the notion that communism and fascism had in fact 
more in common than they had differences — again grew more important. As a result, 
one’s “own” population was presented as an innocent victim of a dictatorial system that 
failed to take into account the legitimate interests of the people. This account of affairs 
had at least two implications. First, it caused a rewriting of history, whereby the fact 
was ignored that large groups of people in the past had always and with enthusiasm and 
conviction supported authoritarian movements and regimes. Second, there was an im-
portant political implication. If the citizens of Central and Eastern Europe, as Judt ar-
gued, no longer attributed an unfavorable role to themselves in the dark pages of their 
own history, and if “evil,” then, was always seen as coming from “others,” it was not in-
conceivable that a burdened past would be put in brackets, as it were: a phenomenon 
known in France as “Vichy syndrome.” 55 History was divided into “good” and “evil,” 
and the latter simply needed to be as much as possible externalized.

The diminished taboo on the comparison between communism and fascism was 
not only found in the countries of the former Eastern Bloc; it was also noticeable in 
“old” Western Europe. In the 1980s, a fierce debate was waged on this theme among his-
torians in the German Federal Republic, 56 and in France a similar discussion erupted 
some years later after the publication of the controversial Black Book of Communism. 57 
Also for leftist intellectuals in the West, it was an uncomfortable idea that the cher-
ished legacy of humanism and the Enlightenment had been ruined in the totalitar-
ianism of Soviet Communism. By and large, however, the gap between Eastern and 
Western Europe would continue to persist. East of the old Iron Curtain the memo-
ries of at least two repressive regimes (whether or not they were comparable with each 
other) remained vivid, while the interrelated uneasiness was completely absent in the 
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West. Politically and economically, as Judt believed long before Brexit, Europe might 
be evolving toward an ever closer union, even though the memory landscapes in both 
parts of Europa did not necessarily follow this trend. 58

Finally, the rise of postcolonial discourses further reinforced the clash of memo-
ries. Aside from the traumas of the First and Second World Wars and the many pain-
ful memories following from the modern history of Europe (e.g., experiences of flight 
and expulsion, civil wars, and ethnic cleansings), the long-term consequences of the 
slave trade and slavery caused by European imperialism increasingly began to transpire 
in collective memory. As a result of all these clashing memories, which are intrinsic to 
an increasingly multicultural society, it is becoming increasingly difficult to identify a 
clear hierarchy of dominant historical narratives. 59 In this respect, an artificial consensus 
as to what one should commemorate and in particular how one should do so — which 
was still common in, for instance, in the nationalist nineteenth century — is hardly re-
alistic. Moreover, it is also, and in particular, undesirable. All these factors explain why 
the Holocaust in an era of increasingly clashing memories will continue to play a highly 
important but no longer an exclusive, role. 60

C O N C LUS I O N

Putting the Holocaust at center stage in our collective memory does not only have po-
litical, social, and moral implications. It also comes with risks, as argued in this chap-
ter. Revisionist voices have seized upon this fact to minimize the historical meaning of 
the Holocaust, if not to deny it altogether. This is, again, explicitly not the intention of 
this chapter. What is argued here, however, is the relevance of sustained critical reflec-
tion on the possible side effects of a Holocaust representation that meets today’s po-
litical and moral sensitivities more than it agrees with the erratic realities of the past. 
Furthermore, it is relevant to ponder the fact that not a single representation of history 
is chiseled in stone. Global political and cultural developments lead to new insights and 
accents in commemorative landscapes. This will inevitably influence the image of the 
Holocaust as a moral and political benchmark of Europe.
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Epilogue

T H E YA R D S T I C K 
O F H I S TO RY A N D 

T H E M E A S U R E 
O F R E D E M P T I O N: 

D I F F I C U LT PA S T S I N 
T H E U N I T E D S TAT E S 

A N D G E R M A N Y TO DAY
Volker Benkert

T
he past is omnipresent in contemporary America. References to 
temporal and memory continuities as explored in this volume abound in 
American discourses today. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s video 

message on Twitter from June 2019 that ICE detention facilities were like Nazi con-
centration camps, for example, created a historical analogy to equate present injustices 
in the United States with past horrors in Nazi Germany. 1 Predictable outrage from 
Conservatives such as Representative Liz Cheney and an equally anticipated defense 
from liberals followed. 2 Seconded by genocide scholars, many liberals argued that the 
term should be seen in its historical continuities from colonial times to the Holocaust 
to today. 3 Yet the debate focused mostly on the historical and moral validity of her claim 
rather than on the flawed purpose of making the Holocaust the yardstick by which to 
measure today’s injustices.

As historical continuities span a large arc across time and space, memory analo-
gies too invite a comparison between different ways to commemorate the past. Susan 
Neiman recently argued that Germany’s alleged success in working through its Nazi 
past was a model for America’s struggle to atone for slavery and its long legacy of dis-
crimination and prejudice. 4 This intervention is embedded into the larger debate in the 
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United States on the legacy of the Confederacy, its falling monuments, and the long 
shadow of slavery still present today. Here too, the debate centers more on prescrib-
ing how the United States should engage the past and less on the purpose and conse-
quences of making German memory the measure of redemption.

This short epilogue explores the question of whether historical and memory anal-
ogies are useful in understanding our current moment in time. It argues that invok-
ing the horrors of the Holocaust to protest against Donald Trump’s detention prac-
tices at the border and measuring American memory against redemption achieved 
elsewhere says little about the past, which is — as this volume shows — always a com-
plex web of entangled meanings. By saying that the conditions in ICE detention fa-
cilities are like concentration camps and that American atonement for the past should 
be like Germany’s reckoning with the Holocaust, the past becomes the measure of to-
day’s failures. Exploring continuities of violence across space and time and in mem-
ory as an overlapping fabric of ideas, Terrortimes, Terrorscapes does not imply same-
ness of past and present horrors or sameness of pathways to redemption after them. 
Instead, this book probes these overlapping fabrics for underlying spatial, temporal, 
and memory connotations and suggests that we focus on themes to explain past hor-
rors and the need for atonement afterward.

E.1. Memorial Corridor at The National Memorial for Peace and Justice in 

Montgomery, Alabama. Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Memorial_

Corridor_at_The_National_Memorial_for_Peace_and_Justice.jpg. 



E.2. Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, Berlin. Source: https://commons.

wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Holocaust_memorial_Berlin.JPG.
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The theme “Imagination and Emotions” identified in this volume particularly speaks 
to the current moment. Many Americans today cannot imagine that the normalcy of their 
lives stands in stark contrast to the experience of those discriminated against or denied 
safety in the United States. Their emotional response for too long has been denial and 
rejection, delaying what Ta-Nehisi Coates calls “a national reckoning that would lead to 
spiritual renewal.” 5 This defense of normalcy has made many Americans dismiss efforts to 
bring down memorials to Confederates or to at least engage in conversation about the in-
humanity they fought to uphold. Normalcy is also what has made many Americans blind 
for too long to rampant police brutality against people of color and inequality, once more 
brought to the fore by the COVID-19 pandemic, which hit African Americans much 
harder than white Americans. Emil Kerenji points to the coexistence of normalcy and 
horror that makes those who are not persecuted become indifferent to cruelty against 
others and dismiss the possibility that it might be the harbinger of worse to come. In the 
1930s, ordinary Germans indeed found ample ways to normalize the Third Reich’s os-
tracism and persecution of Jews and others. Many even directly and knowingly profited 
from the plunder of Jewish possessions. 6 Few acknowledged that their complicity in the 
regime’s actions paved the way for genocide, and even fewer offered any resistance when 
persecution turned to mass murder. Kerenji’s call for “careful historical comparison [that] 
does not imply sameness or necessity” might indeed inoculate us against such normal-
izing tendencies. 7 His intervention should also alert us that President Trump’s 2019 cru-
elty and vitriol against immigrants, coupled with his defense of white supremacists in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, was the harbinger of even worse — for example, the brutal con-
duct of federal agents on the streets of Portland to quell peaceful protests in the wake of 
the killing of George Floyd and the storming of the Capitol in January 2021. 8 It is heart-
ening to see that so many and so diverse protesters were no longer willing to normalize 
police brutality, gross inequality, and a memory culture that lionizes Confederates who 
fought in defense of slavery. They raise attention less to the sameness of our time with 
historical events; instead many protesters imagine a country freed from notions of space 
informed by imperialism and westward expansion, history that focused on whites, and 
memory shaped by lost cause ideology that helped justify deeply unjust structures.

The problem with Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s statement, replicated by so many 
others, is that it clearly implied sameness by arguing that the United States was “run-
ning concentration camps at our southern border.” 9 Whether the early Nazi camps, 
American internment camps for Japanese Americans, or the later Nazi extermination 
camps were the reference point of her comparison was less clear. Rather than highlight-
ing the enormous problems of ICE detention centers, past horrors taken out of their 
historical contexts are not the yardstick for contemporary injustices. Nor do they have 
to be. Americans on both sides of the aisle rejected family separation, showing that 
Americans share some sense of decency. 10
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Historical analogies cannot help us understand contemporary injustice, nor can 
Germany’s coming to terms with the past serve as a model for America. German re-
demption did not only emerge from a painful recognition of the horrors Nazi Germany 
unleashed and the complicity of ordinary Germans in them. It also had much more 
transactional tendencies, as contrition coupled with half-hearted compensation was 
a military, political, and economic necessity for West Germany during the Cold War 
and in many ways still is for Germany today. 11 Similar transactional tendencies can also 
be observed in how Germany atones for other atrocities today. Though Germany now 
recognizes its earlier colonial genocide in modern-day Namibia, it argues that the UN 
Genocide Convention cannot be applied retroactively to a genocide committed before 
its writing. This renders compensation claims arising from Germany’s recognition of 
the genocide obsolete. 12 Such a disingenuous argument to avoid reparation payments 
suggests that there just is too little pressure and reward for such action. Just as compar-
ison to concentration camps is not a yardstick to gauge today’s horror, German efforts 
to master the past are not the measure of redemption.

What if we took to heart Kerenji’s call to compare without suggesting sameness? 
Instead of creating benchmarks of horror and atonement, we might compare our own 
responses to current crises to those of earlier societal breakdowns that led to genocide 
and the need to atone for them. Rereading Detlef Peukert’s Weimar as Crisis of Classical 
Modernity, first published in 1987, it is clear that Germany’s first republic did not fall be-
cause of the lure of far-right ideologies or the charisma of Hitler. 13 Instead, it collapsed 
because of widespread perception of crisis caused by Weimar’s and the global order’s in-
stability. Crisis eroded societal bonds, compounded by myriad smaller cracks in a rap-
idly changing economy and society. Hitler stoked and benefited from this sense of cri-
sis. The ensuing political fragmentation opened a void that Nazi racial ideology filled, 
and a highly volatile electorate started to embrace such beliefs. Today, American democ-
racy is deteriorating too, and the January 6, 2021, storming of the Capitol to overturn 
an election epitomizes this. Yet it is worth noting that Trump’s power has been checked 
in profound ways. The public in the streets, part of the media, the courts, the military, 
and a majority of voters thwarted Trump’s authoritarian impulses. Congress, even after 
a mob had invaded its halls, voted to certify the election on that very day. Washington 
is not Weimar, even as we observe similar processes destabilizing democracy and a toxic 
fabric of ideas on space, time, and memory that is behind these processes.

These toxic ideas on space, time, and memory exacerbate the pressing and inter-
linked crises of today: the coronavirus pandemic, migration, climate change, racism, 
conspiracy theories, and rising violence. Our ability to overcome fragmentation to ad-
dress such problems is diminishing, as fault lines between winners and losers of glo-
balization are increasingly obvious. Worse still, our ability to disagree civilly about the 
past has been brutally stunted by violent far-right white supremacists in Charlottesville. 
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A pressing concern for the Biden administration and the country more generally is to 
strengthen societal bonds and overcome the many cracks that gross and increasing in-
equality have caused while restoring civil discourse about the past. That is on us, not 
on history. No yardstick of horror and no measure of redemption can help with that 
task. Yet seeing so many Americans peacefully voicing support for what might be the 
largest civil rights movement in American history and Confederate monuments come 
down is a clear indication that the processes that lead to our division can be halted. 14
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