PRESS,
POLITICS,

HISTORY

MAX WEBER LECTURES
DEUTSCHES HAUS AT NYU

EDITED BY
SIBYLLE QUACK






PRESS,

POLITICS,
AND THE
FIELD OF
HISTORY

MAX WEBER LECTURES
DEUTSCHES HAUS AT NYU
SPRING 2007

EDITED BY

SIBYLLE QUACK



Press, Politics, and the Field of History
Max Weber Lectures at Deutsches Haus at NYU series
Spring 2007

Series Editor: Kathrin DiPaola
Editor of Number 1 (Spring 2007): Sibylle Quack

© Deutsches Haus at NYU, 2007
42 Washington Mews

New York, NY 10003
www.nyu.edu/deutscheshaus

Print: Studley Press
Design: hello {NYC}

Cover illustration: Max Weber (1864 - 1920)



12

34

56

78

CONTENTS

Kathrin DiPaola
PREFACE

Sibylle Quack
INTRODUCTION

Roger Cohen

FROM GROUND ZERO
TO THE GREEN ZONE:
WHAT AMERICA LOST

Ute Frevert
CONFESSIONS:
GUNTER GRASS IN
GERMAN HISTORY

Sibylle Quack

IN THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST.
THE MAKING OF THE MEMORIAL
TO THE MURDERED JEWS

OF EUROPE AND THE DEGUSSA
DEBATE OF 2003

Biographies of the Authors



KATHRIN DIPAOLA



Thirty years ago, in 1977, Deutsches Haus at New York University opened its doors
to the public for the first time. Since then, the 19th-century carriage house in the
historical Washington Mews has become an important platform for the international
academic exchange, as well as a cultural landmark in the life of New York City and
of New York University.

In line with our goal of strengthening communication and understanding across the
Atlantic, one of our most recent projects and collaborations was the establishment
of a unique and key lecture series in collaboration with the Max Weber Chair at New
York University. Fulfilling the Chair’s and the institution’s mission to promote close
friendship between the United States and Germany through cooperation in the
humanities and social sciences, a series of lectures, focusing on core topics of
memories and memorialization, was created.

The opening on January 30th, 2007, was a huge success with over 80 guests
crowding the intimate space in the Washington Mews, eager to become part of
what was to become the new Max Weber Lectures at Deutsches Haus. The topic of
the spring 2007 semester was set to be “Press, Politics, and the Field of History.”
The series included talks by the current Max Weber Professor Sibylle Quack, Yale
Professor of History Ute Frevert, historian and journalist Michael Jeismann of the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, and Roger Cohen, The New York Times writer-at-large
and International Herald Tribune columnist.

Due to the overwhelming response and interest in the entire series, we decided to
incorporate the series as a fixed part of Deutsches Haus programming for each spring
semester, allowing the current Max Weber Chair to focus on his or her field of expertise.
In addition, we agreed to publish its most important contributions onling and in
paperback format free of charge to serve as research tools for anyone who is interested
in the topics.

With that, we are happy and proud to bring you the first volume of the Max Weber
lectures at Deutsches Haus, edited by the series founder, Professor Sibylle Quack,
Max Weber Chair at the time. The entire project could not have been realized without
her vision and persistence.

It is my hope to continue her amazing groundwork and make the series as well as
the publication a staple of our mission and programming.



SIBYLLE QUACK
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Max Weber,

The Vocation Lectures,
eds. David Owen

and Tracy B. Strong,

trans. Rodney Livingstone
(Indianapolis/Cambridge:
Hackett Publishing
Company, 2004), 55.

In the fall of 2006, when planning a series of lectures in collaboration with the
German House, | decided to call them the Max Weber lectures. | did so not merely
out of a sense of duty, as | was then holding the Max Weber Professorship at the
NYU Center for European Studies, but with joy and complete conviction. The way
sociologists, economists, political scientists, and historians quote Weber to this day
and labor over his unconventional and highly imaginative work makes his name very
suitable to grace a series of interdisciplinary lectures.

For me, as someone who has worked in a sphere where history and political science
intersect, and sometimes as an actor in the service of political administrations,
Weber’s writings have a special meaning. They have helped me to understand what
it means to be a politician and to analyze the complicated relationship between
history and memory, on the one hand, and political interests, on the other. Furthermore,
Weber’s reflections on the important role of the press in such encounters can deepen
our knowledge of the way a democratic society functions. “Press, Politics and the Field
of History”— the title of our Max Weber Lecture Series— was highly applicable to Max
Weber’'s own areas of interest and gave us a fitting frame for choosing our topics.

A quote from Weber’s famous lecture “Politics as a Vocation” delivered to students
in Munich soon after the end of World War | — not long before his untimely death —
shows in what high regard he held the work of journalists. “Not everyone realizes,”
Weber told his audience, “that to write a really good piece of journalism is at least
as demanding intellectually as the achievement of any scholar. This is particularly
true when we recollect that it has to be written on the spot, to order, and that it must
create an immediate effect, even though it is produced under completely different
conditions from that of scholarly research. It is generally overlooked that a journalist’s
actual responsibility is far greater than the scholar’s, and that on average every
reputable journalist’s sense of responsibility is by no means inferior, as indeed we
saw during the war.”

To hear such an appraisal from the lips of a scholar is indeed astonishing. Weber rated
the journalist’s responsibility more highly than that of the historian or social scientist,
especially in times of war. This has resonance for our time, too — the time of the Iraq
war. Roger Cohen, one of the three authors of this publication, takes his responsi-
bility as a journalist very seriously. During his extraordinary career with The New York
Times and International Herald Tribune, he has often written about wars and has
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analyzed them in his reports. In his contribution to this volume, Cohen takes a
critical look at the planned museum at Ground Zero in Manhattan, and draws an
unsettling comparison between the fences around Ground Zero and the walls around
the Baghdad Green Zone, reminding us that fundamental principles of American
democracy are seriously threatened by the developments since September 11 and
the Iraq War.

The other two contributions also emphasize the importance of journalists and
the press. They point out the essential part the media plays in the process of shaping
public memory, an area to which historians have of course a special commitment.
Ute Frevert, an outstanding historian who teaches at Yale, speaks in her contribution
about the crucial role of the press in public debates about the Nazi past in Germany.
This includes the controversy over Ginter Grass’'s confession that he had been a
member of the Waffen SS in his youth. Frevert sheds light on the arguments brought
forth in the public debate, and she asks the necessary uncomfortable questions:
Why is Grass coming out with the truth at this late date? What is his purpose in doing
50?7 And what does this disclosure mean for German society? Frevert’s observations
are knowledgeable and full of stringent detail. She gives a fascinating account of
what she thinks would have happened had Grass told the truth earlier. In her eyes,
Grass was “a true representative of post-war West German society with its deep
political rifts and crevices”— right or wrong, friend or foe. His was an important voice
in the confrontation with the Nazi past that was heard in Germany and all over the
world. According to Frevert, the political context of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s
made it extremely difficult for Grass to speak out about his membership in the
Waffen SS. Still, the 1990s, when Germany was beginning to look at its history
in a new way, would have offered an opportunity for the writer to confront his own
past earlier.

My own contribution about the debate over whether the present German chemical
firm Degussa — whose now defunct affiliate Degesch had distributed the Zyklon B
to the concentration camps — should be allowed to participate in the building of the
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin also deals with the problems
German society faces in processing the Holocaust and the Nazi past. Public debates
like this touch on historical taboos and feelings of guilt and often cause politicians
to reconsider their actions and society as a whole to reflect on its identity and values.
My paper explores some of the ambiguities of this specific debate that occurred



during the building process of the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin while | was
Executive Director of the Memorial Foundation that was set up by the German
Parliament to build the Holocaust memorial and its information center. Thus, | have
analyzed the Degussa debate of 2003 not only as a historian but also as someone
who had been actively involved in the events as a political actor and administrator.
In that particular debate, too, the three areas of our investigation were intensely
interwoven: press, politics and the field of history.

I sincerely thank Roger Cohen and Ute Frevert for agreeing to take part in this lecture
series and for allowing their texts to be published. Sylvia Zareva, Maria Pelikan and
Margot Dembo have all helped with their profound editing and translation skills to
make this publication possible. NYU’s Center for European Studies has provided the
Max Weber Chair with generous funding.

My special thanks also goes to Dr. Kathrin DiPaola and NYU’s German House for
their fine cooperation and their willingness to open their hospitable house at
Washington Mews for the Max Weber lectures. | hope that this has created a useful
platform from which future NYU Max Weber Professors will be able to launch
impassioned lectures according to their disciplines.
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WHAT AMERICA LOST
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All emphasis
is the author's.

Ground Zero, Green Zone: alliteration binds them, but not only
that. They are both large walled areas in central locations of
major cities, New York and Baghdad respectively. They are
both places where the United States is attempting to hoist,
from the ruins of the old, buildings or institutions that will
symbolize the new. Each in its own way is the charged focus of
troubled memory and uncertain hope. Both symbolize the
United States to people far beyond these shores and do so in
ways that, these days, are rarely kind to America.

Theirs is an unlikely story. Who, in the other world that
preceded the 9/11 attacks, the world of our innocence," would
have thought that several blocks of downtown Manhattan
office towers and the ring of Mesopotamian Fascist palaces
in Saddam Hussein's Baghdad would come to be known as
Ground Zero and the Green Zone? Or that they would come
to be linked by America’s restless quest to redefine itself
in a world where two great oceans no longer protect it?
An effort of the imagination is needed to piece this mosaic
together, just as imagination was required to intuit that four
passenger planes could be turned into fiery missiles pointed at
America’s heart.

The linking imagination, some might argue, was largely that of
President George W. Bush and his cohorts, who came up with
imaginary Iraqgi weapons of mass destruction and imaginary
links between Saddam and Al Qaeda to justify an invasion that
has resulted in the creation of an area, the Green Zone, that
amounts to an imagined Iraq: wide and palm-shaded boule-
vards, ordered traffic and the formal structures of a democracy
that has little hold and limited relevance outside the concrete
and barbed-wire walls that separate this not-quite oasis from
the so-called Red Zone — the real country inhabited by 26
million Iraqis.
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The Federation of
American Scientists (FAS)
has published the so called
“World Islamic Front
Statement,” “Jihad against
Jews and Crusaders,”
from February 23, 1998,
on its website, see:
www.fas.org/irp/world/para/
docs/980223-fatwa.htm.
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See Robert Kagan,
Dangerous Nation

(New York: Knopf, 2006).

4

Frances FitzGerald,

Fire in the Lake:

the Vietnamese and the
Americans in Vietnam
(Boston, Toronto: Little,
Brown and Co., 1972), 8.

But that narrative seems a little simplistic. In this, as in all
things, it is important to look beyond Bush. Al Qaeda’s attack
did not come from nowhere. Osama bin Laden had formally
declared war on the United States on February 23, 1998, saying
that “to kill the Americans and their allies — civilians and
military — is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it
in any country in which it is possible to do it.”? America’'s
response to this fatwa and its effects also had its historical
roots.

This is a young country at a far remove from reasonable,
mature Europe’s postmodern embrace of peace as a guiding
value. War, it is fair to say, is more heroic than peace for many
Americans. This is also a restless nation, even a “dangerous
nation” in Robert Kagan's phrase, imbued with a missionary
sort of zeal to use its power to reshape the world, if not in its
image at least in some acceptable and recognizable moral and
political framework.® As Frances FitzGerald observed at the
time of the Vietnam War: “Americans see history as a straight
line and themselves standing at the cutting edge of it as repre-
sentatives for all mankind. They believe in the future as if it
were a religion, they believe that there is nothing they cannot
accomplish.™

America is also a nation used to defining itself against an
enemy and against grand undertakings. The enemy-free,
why-look-further-than-a-dot-com 1990s proved no more than a
giddy interlude. And, since the Cold War’s end, it has been a
Unipower — a power with the strength, albeit at a cost, to do
exactly what it wants, the globe’s solipsistic giant.

None of us can know what another president would have done
in response to the shattering 9/11 attack. But it is safe to say,
given the nature of American identity and power at the
beginning of the twenty-first century, that any president would



have responded with force, a grand moral and political
paradigm within which to place this military action, a transfor-
mational vision, and a determination, at whatever price, to
demonstrate unbowed U.S. authority and vigor to the world.
Perhaps these impulsions would not have led first to
Afghanistan and then to Iraqg. But their existence has to be
recognized, as it was by FitzGerald at the time of another
far-flung war. It is therefore foolish to think that America’s
problems, from Ground Zero to the Green Zone, will disappear
with Bush at the end of 2008.

The President has made grave mistakes — of hubris and incom-
petence and irresponsibility, above all. But what played itself
out on September 11, 2001, and rages today, is a battle between
modernity and tradition, openness and barriers, the place of
the future and the place of memory. Measured against all this,
Bush is but an ephemeral, if important, player. In the past five
and a half years, America has lost its way and lost something
of its essential self. To me, the essence of America is openness;
without it the American idea withers. Yet a closing has charac-
terized these times, both physical and mental.

BUILDING WALLS

It is disquieting, as an Iragi or a foreigner, to approach
the Green Zone. The massive concrete T-block walls loom;
the rifle-clutching U.S. or coalition forces are fidgety; eyes are
hidden behind reflector sunglasses. You stand there. You are
exposed. You are passing from a world of mayhem and danger
to one of order and relative safety, from Irag to America-in-
Mesopotamia. As this is a passage from one kind of country to
another, papers must be shown, belongings inspected,
questions answered. Again and again, like at post-9/11
American airports, in what amounts to a ritual of humiliation.
You must be humiliated as a condition of entry. You must prove,
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Richard Perle,

interview by Charlie Rose,
The Charlie Rose Show,
PBS, April 17, 2007.

beyond any reasonable doubt, that you are not an enemy. Guilt
is presumed; innocence must be earned.

Some Iraqis still work at these inspection points. Many of them
hide their faces with scarves or hoods. On my last visit, I asked
one why. To stay alive, he said. That was all. On my first post-
invasion visit in 2003, children still smiled and waved. By last
year, they were not smiling any more. Why would they do
anything but look away when their parents hide their faces in
order not to be identified with the United States?

This Iragi passage from hope to fear, from open-eyed innocence
to gaze-averted experience, was not inevitable. Yet, it happened
under America’s control. Pundits, most of whom have never set
foot in the place, have had a field day pointing to the biggest
U.S. mistake in Baghdad. The disbanding of the army nearly
always ranks high. But Richard Perle, one of the neo-con
backers of the invasion, put his finger on it when he said
the fundamental error was not handing over to an Iradi
government at once.® Such a government would have lacked
democratic credentials; it would have been contested; it would
have been made up largely of Iraqgis exiled by Saddam and
shipped in from overseas. But it would not have been an
alienating impostor.

Instead, the United States shipped in such an impostor,
a modern-day viceroy in Timberlands named C. Paul Bremer,
and started building walls to keep him safe and allow him
to operate in a simulacrum of Iraq that was not Iraq. This
was disastrous. It was also a move consistent with the
American zeitgeist.

The United States has never been more tied to the world and
in the world, by any measure, economic or cultural, military or
political. But it is not altogether comfortable out there, much



less so since 9/11. It sees danger differently; it goes to church
differently; it eats differently; it watches sport differently; it
believes differently — and not just about war. It feels superior;
it feels inferior; rarely does it feel an equal. One response is to
wrap itself in armor and technology and mission-defining
metrics and build simulacra of reality that remove reality's grit
and its give-and-take. The Green Zone is such a place. It
comforts America, or at least some Americans, but it discom-
forts a puzzled world.

As it had before in Europe and Asia, America came into Iraq
as an agent of change. Its message was democratic openness
and an end to tyranny, but its symbol became a walled city
within the city. Walls have a way of multiplying. Once one was
built to protect the “occupying power,” in that particularly
ill-chosen post-invasion phrase, it was inevitable that division
would multiply.

Dangerous fissures were already endemic to a fragile state
sketched on a map by dyspeptic British functionaries at the
break-up of the Ottoman Empire. Now they would harden: first
between the occupier and the occupied, or between the occupier
and the crazed jihadists, and then, once the rampaging virus of
violence was introduced, between Iragis themselves.

Logic demanded that an anti-colonial war in the midst of a
social revolution thrusting the long-downtrodden Shia to
power in the place of the long-dominant Sunnis would give way
to a sectarian war. It has. But there was scant, if any, American
planning for what logic demanded. The last phase of this
struggle has seen walls going up between Sunnis and Shia,
with the apparent sanction of the U.S. military. The most
conspicuous has been in the Adhamiya neighborhood of
Baghdad, a Sunni Arab enclave bordered by Shiite areas.
The wall, contested by Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki,
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See Alissa J. Rubin,
“Iragi Premier Orders
Work Stopped on Wall,”
The New York Times,
April 23, 2007.

has been described by American military officials as “one of
the centerpieces of a new strategy.”® Thus do democracy and
openness turn to closing when America ceases to be a beacon
and becomes a battering-ram and a barrier-builder.

HOW TO MEMORIALIZE
LOSS AND SACRIFICE?

There was no more powerful a symbol of openness than the
World Trade Center, with its 1,368-foot North Tower and its
1,362-foot South Tower. The countless nationalities killed on
September 11 testify to that. When the towers came down,
with their 400,000 tons of steel, far more than 2,769 lives was
lost. America as a sanctuary was lost. But that — although we
did not know it — was just the start of the losing.

I stood there a couple of weeks after the attacks and beheld
a vision of Hades, all smoke and jagged steel and shadowy
figures moving through the dust that was also human remains.
Today, not a scrap of paper disfigures the site, an ordered
expanse of excavated vacancy waiting to be filled. The
emptiness is terrible. You can look down on it, from various
points, but you cannot see into it from the street. Fences
ensure that this sacred ground is not visible to the passer-by,
any more than the Green Zone is visible to Baghdadis going
about the business of quotidian survival.

What exactly is being hidden? This is not the place to rehearse
the whole divisive history of the site over the past five and a
half years. Arguments have raged over how, if at all, to represent
freedom, how to memorialize loss and sacrifice, and how to find
the appropriate balance between the personal and the public.
Some of the most bitter exchanges concerned a now-aborted
International Freedom Center museum, conceived as an
integral part of the site, but then banished from the memorial
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David W. Dunlap,
“Pataki Solution on
Museum Flies in the
Face of Planning,”
The New York Times,
September 29, 2005.

quadrant largely because the freedom it sought to illustrate
was mistrusted by families of the dead as a camouflage for a
liberal, or left-leaning, global agenda.

Former New York Governor George Pataki delivered the
eviction notice last year. Earlier he had said the museum would
provide “vibrant content on the global quest for what our own
Declaration of Independence deems the inalienable rights of
humanity.”” But that was before the museum, for its opponents,
became the thinly-disguised vehicle for a human-rights, blame-
America agenda dripping with the do-gooder rhetoric of
liberals bent on denigrating American heroes in the guise of
being frank about America’'s shortcomings. In short, the
museum found itself slap bang in the middle of the country’'s
raging culture wars.

Thus was a museum of freedom booted out from a site supposed
to memorialize not only the loss of life on September 11, 2001,
but also the free city, civilization, and commerce targeted that
day. The irony was almost as great as the emergence of a
walled American fortress in Baghdad to symbolize imported
freedom. The difficulties of promoting freedom when illiberal
cultural winds are gusting, and when divisiveness seeps from
the White House, could scarcely be better illustrated.

A NARRATIVE OF THE HEROIC

Tom Roger, a building company executive, lost his daughter
Jean, 24, on American Airlines flight 11, which hit the North
Tower. She was a flight attendant.

“My daughter was not a hero,” Roger told me. “She was a
victim, like most of the people who died that day. She died
because she went to work. Going to work is an American value,
as much as any other, and it's one I believe the center would
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have honored. But the museum got branded as anti-American,
and politicians lost their nerve.”

It is unusual to insist, as Roger does, that those who died on
9/11 were victims rather than heroes. But I think it is salutary.
The heroic is hard to live by; it is exhausting. Yet, a narrative
of the heroic has coursed through the American response to
9/11, whether in the attempt to bring democracy to the Middle
East, or in the battles over how to do right by the ground on
which so many lives were extinguished. Perhaps a dose of the
prosaic would have helped. Raymond Aron, the liberal French
political philosopher, liked the prosaic and feared the poetic in
politics: phrases with a ring to them, like the “war on terror,”
can be treacherous and cause needless loss of life. The United
States, grappling for an appropriate balance between security
and freedom, between walls and openness, has been unable,
under a mediocre leader, to rise to the heroism of its discourse.

In fact, it has fallen well short. Something got lost with those
photographs of Abu Ghraib prison showing Americans in
uniform getting their kicks by taunting naked Iragi prisoners.
What was compromised was the moral force of this country,
its power to persuade by example, some of its self-respect.
Lost, or threatened, at Guantanamo Bay and in prisons in
Afghanistan has been the fundamental idea that the United
States is a government of laws, not men, where certain basic
rights, including that to counsel and to a prompt hearing, are
inalienable. For all of this, America has paid a heavy price in a
world always itching to criticize the globe’s Unipower.

The walls and fences are symbols of America's unease. Americans
are not about to cease seeing themselves standing at the
cutting edge of history as representatives of all mankind. But
these past few years have obliged Americans to consider more
carefully what it is exactly that they represent in the eyes of others.
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A FOCUS OF ANTI-AMERICANISM

America is a disruptive idea rendered exponentially more
disruptive by technology. For better or for worse, it is synonymous
with modernity. It is also inseparable from the most powerful
transformational force of our age, globalization. The American
idea separated ethnicity and nationhood and, however imper-
fectly, made a nation of diversity. Blood, religion and clan were
replaced by principles and laws as the binding elements of
nationhood. This idea has always been unsettling. In an age of
instantaneous global communication, it is far more so.

The American idea, of course, never prevented the United
States from having interests, like any other nation. And, of
course, the core universalizing elements of that idea — freedom,
democracy, capitalist markets, the rule of law — could serve as
a camouflage for those interests, economic above all.

I don't believe the Iraq invasion was about oil; nor do I believe
oil did not enter the heads of its planners. Because the Cold
War's end left the United States without any serious rival and
turned it into the elephant on the world stage, observers
became more inclined to see American cynicism where they
might once have seen idealism. Nobody likes a bully;everybody
likes to see the mighty fall. It is popular. It is fashionable. And
it is easy these days to see America as the root of the world’s
problems. If you deconstruct the language — and you don't even
have to deconstruct it very far — that is the way much of the
world’s media treat the United States. Disdain or dislike are
woven into the lexicon.

Iraq consolidated and accentuated this tendency. Modern Iradq,
where only dictatorship had held ethnic and religious differ-
ences in check, was by any estimate a treacherous place to test
the American idea. Boldness allied to incompetence is never a
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good combination. Iraq, in its disintegrative violence, has
become a focus of anti-Americanism. But it is important to recall
that America’s post-Cold War problems did not begin in Iraq, or
with Bush. To American cosmopolitanism, its unraveling of
traditional bonds, its global presence (not least in the Gulf), Al
Qaeda had already, in 1998, opposed a restored caliphate, that
is, an Islamic political authority, as prescribed by Islamic
theology, re-imposed across a wide swathe of territory that the
early armies of Islam had conquered.

At its very core, Bin Laden’s gamble was that the clock could
be turned back against America. The U.S. unraveling of
barriers and customs and religious practices and social norms
in the name of an open society and an open globe could be
reversed. His agents, very often, were not tradition-bound
people. Rather, they were highly sophisticated men, doctors
and engineers, who had been exposed to the West enough to
feel their Islamic identity challenged, and responded in the end
with a fanatical defense of that threatened identity. Often, they
used the most powerful medium of the West's menace,
technology, against it. What else is the video-filming and global
Internet distribution of the beheading of an infidel?

It is important to grasp how revolutionary America remains
in order to grasp the virulence of this counter-revolution.
Bin Laden gambled correctly that while not many people were
ready to become murderous jihadists, a lot of people were
prepared to become fellow-travelers in the sense that they
were not sorry to see America humbled. The sea in which his
agents swim is broad and deep. The agents’ emblem could be
a photograph of the Twin Towers burning, seen from New
Jersey, with the Statue of Liberty caught in the frame. This was
an attack on freedom, on flux, on the rootless modern world
that came into being at Ellis Island.
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Nicolai Ouroussoff,

"A Tower that Sends a
Message of Anxiety,
not Ambition,”

The New York Times,
February 19, 2007.
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The battle rages still. On my first visit to Iraq, I went to Saddam
Hussein's former palace in his home town of Tikrit. He hardly
used the place. Its vast rooms, with their marble and their
mosaics, their gold and their chandeliers, stood empty most of
the year. Now they were full — of American forces. An African-
American soldier had placed an exercise bicycle in a corner of
a room. I gazed at this extraordinary image: the glistening,
muscular black American body framed against a vaulted window
beside walls inscribed with Arabic calligraphy. What an emblem,
I thought: restless American change in a setting conceived to
convey the eternal immutability of a despotic power.

MEMORY STRUGGLES

No other power on earth could have put that soldier there. But
power alone is not enough, and certainly not power in isolation.
At Ground Zero and in the Green Zone, the United States has
been searching for an adequate response to its humbling five
and a half years ago. In both places, battles still rage. There is
no clarity. There is scant unity. There is little visibility. A 1,776-foot
Freedom Tower, it seems, will soon start rising at Ground Zero.
But the base of this monument to liberty will be a twenty-story high
windowless concrete bunker. As Nicolai Ouroussoff, the archi-
tecture critic of The New York Times, has written, this “speaks
less of resilience and tolerance than of paranoia. It's a building
armored against an outside world that we no longer trust.”®

The struggle over the tower has been accompanied by a
struggle over how to remember and memorialize the lives lost
at the site. Of more than 1,200 of the dead, no trace has ever
been found; they were crushed by more than three billion tons
of debris. DNA analysis continues to try to identify victims.
This is gruesome work. When a loved one vanishes, disappears,
leaving not a trace, there can be no closure. Yet, America needs
closure. At some point, a way must be found to universalize
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personal pain, forge from it a satisfactory expression of
America’s and the world's loss. Nobody can own 9/11 any more
than anybody can own the Holocaust. Art is another word for
this passage from the personal to the universal, from memory
to memorial. But its appropriate expression remains vexed and
Ground Zero a closed place.

Memory is also being fought over in the Green Zone. Most
recently, a government plan to dismantle Saddam’'s Victory
Arch, two sets of gargantuan crossed swords held by giant
fists modeled after those of the executed dictator, aroused
enough opposition to stop the work for now.

It is generally unwise, in my view, to try eradicating the trace
of terrible history. I would have left at Ground Zero some trace
of the twisted metal I witnessed two weeks after the attack.
Saddam'’s Arch is supposed to commemorate Iraq’s “victory” in
the war against Iran. There was no such victory: one million
people died as the two countries fought themselves to a
stalemate. The swords are therefore a monument to a lie.
Closed political systems make such lies possible. Hundreds of
thousands of others fell victim to other campaigns of Saddam:
Shiites in the south, Kurds in the north, gassed, shot, piled into
anonymous mass graves. Iraq must remember this. The world
must remember this, whatever the cost of his ouster. To take
down the Victory Arch would only turn the Green Zone into
more of an imagined land. What the area needs is more reality,
however painful, in order to be reconciled with Iraq.

America is constitutionally turned to the future. But it must
better compose with memory, in Iraq and elsewhere, if its
power is to be used more effectively.
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RECTIFYING THE DAMAGE

In his brilliant novel, novella almost, The Quiet American,
Graham Greene observes of Alden Pyle, the American agent in
Vietnam: “I never knew a man who had better motives for the
trouble he caused.” Pyle's thing was democracy and he betrayed
the passion of the innocent in trying to spread it through the
paddy fields of Southeast Asia. “God save us always from the
innocent and the good,” observes Greene. And again, of Pyle:
“He was determined — I learnt that very soon — to do good, not to
any individual person, but to a country, a continent, a WORLD. ™

There is nothing new under the sun, and certainly nothing new
about American good intentions. I am a newly minted American
and too much of a novice to have learned to be cynical about
my adopted country. The world, on balance, is still better off for
American power. If America withdrew from the world, we
would all live on a vastly more dangerous and unstable planet.

I am also a product of what was, for my generation in
Europe, a formative war: Bosnia. It was only American power,
deployed too late, but deployed nonetheless, that stopped that
conflict after more than three years. It was American power
again, deployed four years later in Kosovo without a United
Nations resolution to back it, that brought a dictator I had come
to loathe, Slobodan Milosevic, to justice. If Europe is today
whole and free, and if the path of the Balkans into the European
Union has already been sketched, that, too, is thanks to
American power.

It was through this prism, in the knowledge that Saddam
was the Pol Pot of the Middle East, that I saw the approach
to the Iraqg war and believed, on the basis of what proved to be
faulty intelligence, that it was justified. I had applauded Tony
Blair when, in 1999 in Chicago, he declared: “We cannot turn
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our backs on conflicts and the violation of human rights within
other countries if we want still to be secure” and called for “a new
millennium where dictators know they cannot get away with
ethnic cleansing or repress their people with impunity.” In Kosovo,
Blair noted, “we are fighting not for territory but for values.”*

The fight in Iraqg has been bungled, unconscionably so. The
results have been tragic. Was it therefore wrong to oust
Saddam by force? I cannot bring myself to say so. Countless
latter-day Alden Pyles sit in the Green Zone today, men and
women with good motives, sitting at the frontline of history,
propelled there, in another unlikely American itinerary, by the
slaughter at Ground Zero. They still believe, many of them, that
they can achieve something worthwhile.

Pyle failed and was killed. A half-century after him, and three
decades after America’'s withdrawal, the leader of Communist
Vietnam came to New York to sound the opening bell on Wall
Street. History does not move in straight lines but in strange
and unpredictable zigzags. Patterns are not easy to trace.

But, to me, looking over the past century, there is no doubt that
the net impact of American power has been a freer, more open,
more rewarding and more accountable world for an ever-
expanding proportion of humanity. Those achievements have
been direct and indirect, but I think they would have been
unthinkable if might had not been allied to America’s moral
suasion as a beacon of freedom and justice and openness. It is
the erosion of these core elements of American influence from
Ground Zero to the Green Zone that most trouble me; and it is
in this area that Bush’s successor, whoever he or she is, will
have to work hardest to rectify the damage.

None of us knows the future. In the Middle East, America has
embarked on an attempt to push history in a dramatically new
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direction. Such vast undertakings are not new to this churning
country. But they require confidence and cohesion, for which
post-9/11 America still quests. I know one thing at least: until
the fences and walls come down at Ground Zero and the Green
Zone, the United States will not be true to itself, and, as such,
cannot be true to a still-expectant world.
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This paper is about the long rise and short fall of Glinter Grass
— the author of great (and some not so great) novels, the
political campaigner, the public intellectual, the moral authority
in post-war West Germany, the self-appointed Praeceptor
Germaniae, as he was sometimes maliciously called. His
literary work and public interventions won him the Nobel Prize
in Literature in 1999. He is known worldwide; his novels have
been translated into many languages, and so have his political
speeches. An English edition of his essays that came out in
1969 bore the title Speak Out. The editor called Grass “the only
hope that Germany will finally transcend the terrible, and still
unresolved, heritage of Nazism.™"

Ginter Grass spoke out frequently, beginning in the mid-
1960s when he campaigned for Willy Brandt and the Social
Democratic Party. When Brandt became chancellor in 1969,
Grass was among his speech-writers. He accompanied him to
Warsaw in 1970 and, as a former citizen of Danzig, consistently
worked towards German-Polish reconciliation. During the 1970s
and 1980s, his voice carried more and more weight: he
presented himself as a “sceptical social-democrat seeking a third
way between communist dictatorship and predatory capitalism.”?
He also cast himself as a citizen who was painfully aware of
Germany's Nazi past and prepared to take full responsibility.
Drawing on his own experience as a child and adolescent, he
never accepted claims to innocence and ignorance. He urged his
contemporaries to face the truth about the Third Reich’s racism
and genocide — and learn the lesson, as he had.

This did not make everybody happy. Grass polarised — and he
liked it. There were those who loved him, and there were those
who hated him. Both friends and foes, though, were stunned
last fall. In an interview and in his autobiography that was
published a month later, Grass disclosed that, at the age of 17,
he had been a member of the Waffen SS, the armed branch of
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the general SS, with 900,000 members in the fall of 1944. It was
not identical with the SS Einsatzgruppen that were responsible
for massacres and genocide behind the frontline. Waffen SS
divisions fought rather independently, but were under the
army’'s overall command of tactical and operational warfare.
They were known as Hitler’'s political soldiers and thought of
themselves as a racial and ideological elite.’

Grass’s confession sent shockwaves through Germany and
beyond. The Italian daily La Repubblica went so far — maybe
a little too far — as to call it a “global shock.” Immediately,
a public debate broke out. You could easily fill a book with
the comments, articles, and essays written by journalists,
politicians, intellectuals, and historians who all felt obliged
to give their opinion. After four to six weeks, the debate
faded away. Glinter Grass resumed business as usual: he
campaigned for the SPD in Berlin and met with his translators.
His autobiography, we are told, is selling very well.

THE MEDIA AND THE
POLITICS OF MEMORY

What does that incident tell us about the relationship between
the press, politics, and the field of history? More specifically,
how can we make sense of Grass’'s belated confession, and
what is its role within the larger politics of history and memory
in post-war Germany?

Grass became a public intellectual and a moral authority
because public media allowed him to do so. The press
published his open letters and speeches, and thus gave him
a huge audience. And not just any press: up to this day, he
refuses to talk to journalists that work for Springer papers,
such as Bild and Die Welt. Most of his pieces appeared in
Die Zeit, a liberal weekly. Grass was not on good terms with
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Joachim Fest, editor-in-chief of Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
(FAZ). Fest, a solid conservative, held Grass in contempt
because he resented his moralistic attitude and found him
overly self-righteous.” Nevertheless, Grass chose FAZ for the
interview that precipitated his most recent fall from grace.

It is interesting to note that newspapers have played a major
part in the decades-long debates about how to remember the
Nazi period. First — and this is in stark contrast to the United
States — in Germany the written word still plays a much more
important role than the spoken word as heard through audio-
visual media. The press thus has a larger presence there than in
America. Second, German newspapers usually employ a large
number of historians. Their feuilleton (which is something
altogether different from the arts pages of, say, The New York
Times or The Boston Globe) is mainly staffed with former history
students. This guarantees that historical debates always find a
ready welcome. It also helps to explain why the press is eager to
actively push the debate, and, quite often, instigate it.° Third, print
media, far more than audiovisual media, have the potential to
turn an issue into a scandal by going public, channelling attention,
pressing its point, and inviting comment and criticism.

The Grass case became a scandal when FAZ published an
interview with the writer on August 12, 2006. The interview
was based on the autobiography that was about to be released.
Several copies of the book were already circulating among
critics and fellow novelists. The Swiss writer Adolf Muschg was
one of them, and, as he wrote on August 18, he had not taken
offence at the newly disclosed fact of Grass’s SS membership.®

FAZ, though, saw an opportunity. Although the interview
discussed other issues as well, its headline read: “Gunter Grass
Lifts the Lid: ‘T was a member of the Waffen-SS."” Quite obviously,
this was the most important piece of information to be
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conveyed. And the scandalizing strategy worked well. The
interview immediately received wide coverage in other media,
the press, Internet, and TV. Each newspaper had its own
entourage of invited commentators, most of them critical and
accusatory, some supportive and willing to understand. The
affair soon developed into a war of intermediaries who fought
over issues of their own — generational, moral, political. It took
some nasty turns; courts became involved. It also went inter-
national, stirring up opinionated debates in Poland and Israel.
After about a month, the debate was over. No more comments,
no more articles: the press caravan moved on.

By now, the dust is settling over the affair. It has become
one of the many scandals that have kept German intellectuals
busy over the past few decades. We might be inclined to think
that there have been too many, that the “culture of agitation”
(Aleida Assmann) is showing traits of hysteria and straining
everybody’s nerves. But scandals also serve good ends: they
highlight the moral order of civil society, foster political
communication and function as rituals of self-purification
(Emile Durkheim).

Grass’s confession both violated and affirmed the moral order
of German society — a moral order that he himself had helped
to install. The fact that he had been silent about his SS
membership for so long violated the call to openly address and
reflect on the Nazi past. That he eventually spoke out affirmed
the order. Furthermore, it incited a debate that was not so
much about his SS membership but about his long silence and
the harm it did to his moral credibility. Self-purification came
about in somewhat contradictory ways: Grass obviously sought
it, but did not get it. His critics, mostly from the conservative
spectrum, felt justified in their stance against the Federal
Republic’'s political culture, one which they identified with
Grass’s personal hypocrisy.
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THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY

What made Grass speak out at this very moment? Why had he
not talked earlier, and what would have happened if he had? We
should not forget that the major source of information was not
the interview but the autobiography that was published some
two weeks later. Very few of those who raised their voices had
actually read the book.

Grass’s autobiography does not begin in 1944, but in 1939. This
is when, as Grass tells us, the war started and his childhood
ended. On September 1, 1939, the German navy attacked Polish
fortifications close to Danzig. Later in the day, the city was
formally annexed to the Reich. Danzig was Grass’s hometown.
In the year of his birth, 1927, it had been a free city under the
protection of the League of Nations. Surrounded by Polish
territory, its population was overwhelmingly German. Tensions
with Poland increased during the 1930s, and so did membership
in the local Nazi party. Grass's father, a small shopkeeper,
joined the party in 1936, and two years later, little Giinter, out
of his own free will, became a Pimpf, a member of the young
Hitler Youth.

However, the Nazi takeover of Danzig and the war changed
it all for him. Why and to what extent is told in the book. The
story is framed as something like the “Lehr- und Wanderjahre,”
the years of apprenticeship that ended around 1960. In 1959,
Grass published his major work, The Tin Drum, and two years
later, Cat and Mouse. These novels have earned him his
worldwide fame. They were and remain the most powerful
literary handling of the Nazi experience as it pertained to
“ordinary” Germans. Grass never denied that they drew
heavily on his personal and family history. But he also pointed
out that they were works of fiction that treated facts rather
freely. Quite evidently, Oskar was not Glinter, nor was Pilenz.
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The autobiography sets out to close the gap between fact
and fiction. The author forces himself to retrieve his own
memories — which is not easy, since there is little written
evidence to sustain them. But in the end, he does a pretty good
job. He does even more: he constantly engages his younger
persona in a dialogue with his older one. He asks him
questions. What did you feel? Why did you not inquire when
critical teachers or friends or comrades disappeared? Why did
you not want to know what happened in Stutthof, a nearby
concentration camp? The reader is not left in the dark about
what the author finds most intriguing and appalling:
it is the self-imposed ignorance and silence of his former self.
This is the main thread running through the narrative from
1939 to 1959. It is the theme that has never left Glinter Grass
even after he published the Danzig trilogy. The troubling fact
that the young Grass neither doubted nor minded has led the
elder Grass to doubt and mind ever since.

A NAZI CHILDHOQOD
AND ADOLESCENCE

The autobiography also talks about family and school, and it
follows the 14-year-old into the Hitler Youth, which he liked
because of its uniforms and outdoor activities. At 15, he was
drafted as an air force auxiliary. He remembers the training as
boring, but enjoyed the status it lent him and the escape from
school and home it provided (especially from his father, whom
he detested). He gained information and orientation through
the weekly newsreels shown in movie theatres before the main
film. He was fascinated by the war as portrayed in the propa-
ganda clips and longed to become a hero. This was why he
tried — in vain — to enlist on a submarine. A year later, at the
age of 16, he was mustered out and recruited by the labor
service. Then, in the summer of 1944, he received a call-up
order. They obviously did not want him in the navy; instead, he
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was assigned to a tank unit. Arriving in Dresden, he became
aware that he would have to serve in the Waffen SS. Grass does
not recall feeling uncomfortable about it. He assumes that he
probably looked upon the Waffen SS as an elite formation.
Furthermore, he felt proud to serve in a truly European force
that was to rescue the continent from Bolshevism. (The Waffen
SS was comprised of many nationalities.) In February 1945,
Grass was sworn in. The following two months he was
assigned to various quickly dissolving units, which tried to halt
the Red Army as it approached Berlin. He talks at length about
his fear, his various escapes, his encounters with other German
soldiers and his wounding in late April before being taken
prisoner by the Americans.

All in all, this looks like a pretty ordinary account of an ordinary
(non-Jewish) German youth who grew up in an ordinary family
with ordinary problems and views. There were no counter-
weights in Grass's family and school experience that might
have encouraged him to question the new regime. What he
recalls from his years in the Hitler Youth, from his paramilitary
training as an air force auxiliary or as a member of the labor
service sounds utterly familiar and average. Escape from
school and family constraints, the appeal of young leaders, the
company of comrades: there were many reasons to embrace
the new life wholeheartedly. The unshakeable belief in the
Fihrer and in final victory (against all odds) was common to
most of his generation — unless they were born, like Joachim
Fest, in a family of outspoken resisters and nonconformists.
(But even then, intergenerational conflict could push such
youngsters into the Nazi movement.) Being exposed to a
powerful and sophisticated propaganda and cut off from other
sources of information did not exactly help teenagers to
develop ideas of their own or cultivate doubts.
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There is nothing exceptional in Grass's life as an adolescent.
Even his craving for heroism is rather normal and appropriate
for his age, and so is his decision to enlist in a submarine
unit whose history was full of widely known heroes. Even
his transfer to a tank division within the Waffen SS is not as
unusual as Grass thinks it is. There were, as historians have
pointed out, many young men who by the end of the war
became conscripted without a chance to object. Unlike Hans
Robert Jauss or Franz Schonhuber (see below), Grass did not
volunteer for the Waffen SS. His active service lasted two
months, in which he was constantly on the retreat and, as he
keeps assuring us, never fired a shot. Yet, he was not unhappy
about being recruited either.

Still, Grass does not want to be let off the hook. In the first 130
pages of the book, feelings of shame, guilt, and dishonor
(“Schande”) are reiterated like a mantra. They culminate
in the confession that while his sense of guilt and shame
increased over the years, it kept him from addressing the issue
of the Waffen SS. For decades, he did not want to talk about it,
nor confess it to himself. At least so he says. The next
paragraph, though, states exactly the opposite. It mentions the
growing “insight” that he had been a part of a “system”—
meaning not the regime at large, but, more precisely, the SS.
This system had “planned, organised and executed the annihi-
lation of millions of people.” Even though he had not known it
at the time and had not actively participated in any atrocities,
there remains a “residue” of personal guilt. He is at pains to
find the right word to address this “residue” — “active guilt”
being too strong, mere “responsibility” too weak.’

So, why does he eventually speak about something that he had
kept to himself for so long (or, as was disclosed later, shared
only with his wife and a few friends)? In the interview, he
mentioned that it “weighed” on him and that “it had to get out.”
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Shame, he explained, had silenced him. “Only now, in my old
age, I have found the medium to discuss it in a wider context.”®
But does this sound convincing? Autobiographical writing is
not the only medium through which to confront shame. And the
way Grass does it also raises doubts. The first part of the book,
about his Nazi childhood and adolescence, is only very loosely
connected to the second part that traces his artistic (and sexual)
apprenticeship. Moral and political issues do not loom large
here. One would like to hear more about the “time” and the
“pushes” he needed in order to “hesitantly” understand and
accept personal guilt and shame.® There is nothing in the book
— and nothing in what followed it — that sheds light on this part
of his coming of age.

There is, however, another crucial sentence: “I want to have
the last word.”” This says it all. At the age of 79, when he
is “living towards death as happily as possible,” Grass does
not only want to get the hidden fact off his back, but he also
wishes to avoid posthumous exposure and censure. This had
happened to other contemporaries — for example, to the paramount
historian of Nazi Germany, Martin Broszat, whose membership
in the Nazi party was disclosed years after his death. Walter
Jens, still alive and a close friend of Grass, was equally
targeted some years ago. That an eager historian or a journalist
would find evidence about Grass's SS membership and publish
it with great fanfare was not a comfortable idea — especially not
at a time when the Nobel laureate was approaching his
eightieth birthday and expecting more honors to be bestowed
upon him. So the time of disclosure was chosen carefully. Grass
could still take it upon himself to communicate the news and,
at least to some degree, control the consequences.
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THE RESPONSIBILITY OF
THE OLDER GENERATION

But why had he not talked earlier? Why had he waited so long
and thus, as it seems now, made his situation worse? His long
silence was what most critics found hardest to swallow.
Many drew attention, rather harshly, to the blatant discrepancy
between Grass’s late confession and his continuous public
interventions. Both in his literary work and in his political
speeches and essays, he had, since the late 1950s, attacked
German amnesia. He had spoken in favor of emigrants like
Willy Brandt and against former Nazi party members like Kurt
Georg Kiesinger or Karl Carstens (the former a chancellor, the
latter a president of the Federal Republic). He had denounced
conservative politicians like Konrad Adenauer and Ludwig
Erhard for their alleged proximity to Nazis and Nazi language.
And he had, in 1969, urged the Social Democratic minister Karl
Schiller to speak publicly about his own Nazi past rather than
attacking Kiesinger for his: “I would appreciate it if you openly
confessed your error. It would be a relief for you and a kind of
purifying tempest for the public.”

Grass styled himself as a model confessor. Since the mid-1960s,
he had publicly talked about his own “error”: “At the age of ten
I was a member of the Hitler Cubs; when I was 14, I enrolled in
the Hitler Youth. At 15, I called myself an Air Force auxiliary. At
17, I was in the armored infantry.”" In other speeches or public
letters, he simply referred to himself as having been “a soldier”
at the age of 16, “and at 17, an American prisoner of war.”*
He used this biographical information to make his point clear:
that he “was too young to have been a Nazi but old enough to
have been molded” by “the system,” meaning the regime, its
institutions and its ideology in general.*”



14

ibid., 133.

15

Aleida Assmann

and Ute Frevert,
Geschichtsvergessenheit,
Geschichtsversessenhelit:
vom Umgang mit deutschen
Vergangenheiten nach 1945
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-
Anstalt, 1999), 168-160.

16

Grass, Speak Out, 55.

17

This was the real message
of his ranting and raving,
which started in the 1960s
and never stopped. We can
also find it in his literary
works. Both The Tin Drum
and Cat and Mouse are
violent accusations of the
fathers’ generation—fathers,
teachers, priests, party
officials, and military
officers, who, instead of
actively protecting and
sheltering the young,
helped to seduce and sac-
rifice them. It is tempting,
here, to compare Grass's
depiction of his father to
the one the late Joachim
Fest offered in his recent
autobiography-weak,
petty bourgeois, without
principles in Grass's case,
strong, educated and noble
in Fest's. Interestingly,
Fest holds a much more
critical view of his mother,
as opposed to Grass who
adores his mother and
competes jealously

with his father.

39

The phrasing conveyed a simple message: even though he had
been a part of the system, others were to be held responsible.
The real blame was put on the older generation, those in
charge. It was his father's generation, the Kiesingers and
Carstens (and Schillers), that had brought about war and
genocide, and, on their way, sacrificed sixteen-year-olds like
him, who were “killed or wounded in their very first battle.”*

These accusations, repeated again and again, sound astonish-
ingly similar to the statements made by many young German
soldiers right after the war. The avant-garde writer Hans
Werner Richter who had just been released from an American
prisoner-of-war camp in 1946 denied any sense of personal
guilt and responsibility: those who fought in Stalingrad,
El Alamein, and Cassino, he wrote, were not guilty of the
crimes of Dachau and Buchenwald that had been committed in
their absence.” Twenty years later, Grass did not want to go
that far. But he, too, painted himself as a naive victim of those
who should have known better. This fuelled his unrelenting
hatred of the 1950s, which he associated with collective denial
and hypocrisy. He never forgave the older generation “what
they had done to my youth.”* He never forgave them for
burdening him — “my generation” — with the responsibility and
guilt that he found equally hard to shake off or accept.”

But why did Grass not mention his SS past? Why did he refer
to himself only as a “soldier”— which he was — and not tell the
whole truth? The answer lies in the horror the two letters
evoked and continue to evoke among contemporaries. Until the
1990s, when the Wehrmacht exhibition cast doubt on the
shining shield of the German army, people were fully prepared
to buy the story of young conscripts as innocent victims. In
contrast, the SS enjoyed an altogether different reputation.
While the Wehrmacht had not been indicted at Nuremberg as
a criminal organization, the SS had. On top of this, in the early
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1950s, the Wehrmacht had been officially cleared of all doubts
as to its honorable fighting. Movies about the Nazi past usually
contrasted symapthetic army officers with brutish SS types
who committed the crimes and atrocities. Grass as a former
soldier was, therefore, on the safe side. Had he mentioned that
he had been drafted into the Waffen SS, people would have
taken it less favorably. SS membership and self-proclaimed
victimhood did not fit well together. This is the reason why
Grass remained silent about this part of his experience. He
feared — and rightly so — that it would make his position much
more difficult.

This position was actually a fairly comfortable one. It allowed
him to confess shame and guilt for events and deeds that he
himself had neither caused nor participated in. He thereby
forced the older generation to confront their own responsibility.
By openly addressing his personal involvement and character-
molding as a child and adolescent, he denied those, who had
already been adults, the right to assert their innocence. This
argument, however, rested on the assumption that Grass’s
involvement was low-key. Being a member of the Hitler Youth
(which was mandatory after 1938 anyway), being drafted into
labor and air-raid service, and being conscripted into the army
were, strictly speaking, not “errors.” They were the unavoidable
fate that others had caused and imposed on him — and that he
shared with 90 percent of the male cohort of his age. Being a
member of the Waffen SS was a different story.

What would have happened if he had mentioned his
membership and been more precise about his military career?
Let's assume that Grass had presented the fact in his 1967
speech “to the Israelis” that he gave in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.
The audience would not have been amused. The same holds
true for Poland. He would probably not have been welcome
there, and his travels to Danzig and Warsaw in Brandt's
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entourage would not have taken place. An important voice for
German-Polish reconciliation would have been lost. Grass may
well have known that at the time, and he made his choice. If it
was morally bad, it served his political ends. In the late 1960s
and early 1970s, Brandt’'s Ostpolitik met with fierce opposition,
especially among former refugees from the Eastern provinces.
When Grass supported Brandt and apologised for German
crimes rather than laying claim to his hometown, he definitely
helped turn the tide. His statement was gratefully received by
Poles — who would have had trouble accepting a former SS man
as an ally and friend.

RIFTS IN POST-WAR
WEST GERMAN SOCIETY

In West Germany in the 1960s, when Grass started his
campaigns as a political moralist and educator, a disclosure like
that would have forced him to change the melodramatic
narrative about the kid who was too young to fully know and
too old to be fully innocent. His favorite position as a quasi-
victim among perpetrators would have been severely damaged.
It might also have fed into a broader discussion about the
Waffen SS — a discussion already well under way and mainly
propelled by the Hilfsgemeinschaft auf Gegenseitigkeit der
Angehorigen der ehemaligen Waffen-SS (HIAG), a well-organised
group of former Waffen SS members. They presented themselves
as dedicated, non-political soldiers fighting a normal war and
excelling in courage, bravery, and heroism. No crimes, no atroc-
ities, no ideology. This story was well received on the right, and
especially conservative politicians subscribed to it.

But they were not good company for Grass. He was definitely
not interested in offering his support to what for him was the
enemy camp — the camp of deniers. Their narrative was blank
and simple: nobody knew; nobody was involved. Those few
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who did know and were involved had been tried in Nuremberg.
Those who were not had received their Persilscheine, official
clearance slips. Even those who had accepted responsibility,
like Albert Speer, described themselves (and were described by
others — see Joachim Fest) as blissfully ignorant. They had done
their jobs — allegedly without knowing that they had, directly or
indirectly, participated in the planning and execution of mass
murder and genocide.

Grass and other fellow intellectuals were not prepared to buy
these arguments. They went against collective amnesia and
called for public debate as well as for personal and political
consequences. They became the “bad conscience” of the Republic.
Over the years, this conscience lost its minority status. The 68ers
adopted it. Successfully “marching through the institutions,”
they gave it a solid foundation in textbooks, school curricula,
and the media. Public debate became lively and critical.
Historical research and exhibitions, local history workshops,
and grass-roots “digging,” as well as public commemorations,
reached a peak in the 1980s and 1990s. Public attention was
sharp and focused, always eager to turn historical statements
and acts into scandals. This vigilance clarified positions and
gave politics some unequivocal guidelines. The backlash that
many feared after Helmut Kohl became chancellor in 1982 did
not happen - thanks to the high degree of public alertness and
controversy. All attempts to “normalize” Germany's history met
with strong opposition.

Grass was one of those who fervently turned against “normal-
ization.” He deeply resented Kohl's attitude not to feel guilty
because of “the mercy of being born late” (Gnade der spiten
Geburt), which the Chancellor expressed openly, and in Israel,
of all places.”® Born in 1930, Kohl had been too young to be
drafted into the labor service and the army. He presented
himself as a member of a post-war generation — meaning that
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his formative experiences had happened after, not during, the
war. This obviously distinguished him from Grass, who had
found a new enemy to fight against. And this he did. In 1985,
at the time of Bitburg, Grass, as president of the Berlin
Academy of Art, delivered a speech commemorating the
anniversary of Germany’'s capitulation on May 8, 1945. He
again criticized the 1950s and the repression of memory. He
attacked Kohl's assertion of innocence and ignorance. And he
accused him of falsifying history by shaking hands with President
Reagan over the graves of German soldiers who had been killed
fighting the Allies in 1945. Among the 2000 graves in the
Bitburg cemetery, there were 49 in which members of the
Waffen SS were buried. This had caused national and interna-
tional indignation, and Grass was among those who protested.

After his confession last fall, many commentators blamed
him for not having spoken out in 1985. His vilification of Kohl,
they maintained, was nothing but hypocrisy. Half of the SS
soldiers buried in Bitburg had been under 20-exactly Grass’s
age cohort. Like him, they probably had been neither able nor
willing to commit atrocities. Historians had already pointed out
that recruitment figures had soared in the last years of the war,
that the SS had increasingly outmanoeuvred the Wehrmacht,
and that many young recruits had not had a choice.”

Nonetheless, the overall image of the Waffen SS remained
frightening — they symbolized the ultimate evil, the arch-villain.
Grass was undoubtedly aware of this, and consequently
kept his silence about his own involvement. Speaking out at
this very moment, in 1985, would have meant, as in the 1960s,
leaving his camp and joining the other side. The latter
had, by then, become even more apologetic. In 1981,
Franz Schénhuber, a popular conservative journalist, had
published his autobiography and described his years in the
Waffen SS as utterly joyful, adventurous, and harmless.”
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Shortly afterwards, he founded the extreme right-wing party
“Die Republikaner.” Grass surely did not seek their company.
Neither was he willing to ally himself with those who were
constantly looking for excuses and extenuating circumstances.
Rather than blurring the lines and downplaying guilt, he
insisted on strict criteria for accountability and responsibility.
He was not prepared, so to speak, to leave his camp as long as
he saw the opposite camp realigning.

The camp mentality was the feature of Grass’s life that never
left him. He is a true representative of post-war West German
society with its deep political rifts and cleavages. Friend or foe,
right or wrong, innocent or guilty, good or bad: these were the
benchmarks that framed the “politics of history” for many
decades. Suspicions, often well-founded, reigned on each side.
Passions took over, and moralism frequently outdid historical
judgment. What was lost in the camp-fighting was the ability
to perceive and assess the many shades of grey that charac-
terize people’s behavior much better than just white or black.

This was not Grass’'s fault alone. When old and young
conservatives now put all the blame on him, they completely
and purposefully disregard the personal and institutional
power of those who stood on the other side. Their criticism of
Grass as hypocritical is, so to speak, ahistorical and moralistic
in itself. It fails to account for the complexity of West Germany’s
political culture and the long and antagonistic struggle to come
to terms with its Nazi past.

That said, Grass is not beyond criticism. Even if the political
context made it very difficult — close to impossible — for him to
speak about his SS membership during the 1960s, 1970s, and
much of the 1980s, his confession did come too late. He could
have talked ten years earlier — and made an important contri-
bution to a debate that was well under way in the 1990s.
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A MISSED OPPORTUNITY

The 1990s were marked by shifting weights and new balances.
The post-war period was definitely over, and Germany was
reunified-against Grass’s warnings. The generation of those
who had experienced the Nazi period as fully responsible
adults was quickly passing away. The general narrative about
the war and the Holocaust had been securely established
and expressed in public commemoration. People were ready —
and sometimes eager — to confront ugly truths and accept
unpleasant facts. When Daniel Goldhagen toured Germany, he
was cherished by his audience (if not by historians) for his
message that the German people in 1933 was filled to the brim
with anti-Semitism and happy to kill.

At the same time, the public gradually became aware of life
stories that did not conform to the polarized version of post-war
history. For example, Hans Robert Jauss, an eminent scholar of
Romance languages and an outspoken liberal, was found to
have joined the Waffen SS at the age of 17. Le Monde published
a full-page interview with him, and German papers also
commented.” At this point, Grass could have stepped in
himself — and from a much easier position. Unlike Jauss, he
had not volunteered, and his “career” lasted only two months
instead of five years. He could have talked about the opinion
that he, as a youngster, had held of the Waffen SS, about the
attraction that it presented at the time. He could have even
talked about his reluctance to address this attraction later on.
He could have started — or, rather, joined — a conversation that
was just about to evolve, a conversation across generations, a
conversation with the young rather than with the old.

Such a conversation has emerged in the wake of the
Wehrmacht exhibitions that shocked the nation starting
in 1995. The exhibitions, which showed to what degree



46

the German army was involved in crimes and atrocities on the
eastern and south eastern fronts, not only called into question
the last taboo that protected millions of soldiers and their
families, but they also triggered off an intense dialogue
between former Wehrmacht members and their grandchildren.
This generation of post-68ers felt prepared to ask new
questions — questions about personal choices and scope of action,
about freedom and constraint, about individual morality and
group pressure. Its members were not interested in heroes and
villains, in good and evil. Instead, they were sensitive to
ambiguities; they allowed for shades of grey rather than
dividing the world into black and white.

Instead of participating in the dialogue, Grass chose to keep
silent. Or rather, he chose to talk about something else, and to
open a new chapter of his career as Praeceptor Germaniae. In
2002, he published a novel that took many by surprise. Crab
Walk was about the 1945 sinking of a former cruise ship that
carried mainly refugees from East Prussia. Grass told this story
about German suffering — about 7,000 people lost their lives —
with a touch of self-criticism. His literary generation, so he
claimed, had failed to cover the misery of the refugees because
they had been preoccupied with guilt and repentance. Now this
topic was in danger of being picked up and manipulated by the
radical right. Instead of letting this happen, Grass took it upon
himself to show the correct way out: paying attention to the
suffering, but also contextualising it as part of a war that had
been started and ferociously fought by Germans.

Here again, Grass played the role that he had carved out
for decades: as someone whose books and public speeches
tried to shape and define the “politics of history and memory” in
the Federal Republic. This they did, and for a long time they did
it well. But times were changing, and so were generations.
Instead of reaching out to the young, Grass continued to fight
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ancient battles. It is only logical, then, that the majority of those
who commented on his recent confession were either members
of his own generation or 68ers. Younger ones kept aloof — for
good reasons. Grass’s belated confession did not answer their
questions, nor did it raise new and interesting ones for them.

Glunter Grass may be remembered as the man who was late.
He missed an opportunity — no more, no less. Some people argue
that speaking out earlier would have cost him the Nobel Prize.
I am not convinced. It all depends on how he would have done
it. He could, for example, have explained his reluctance to talk
openly about his “error” against the background of West
Germany'’s political culture since the 1950s. He could have talked
about generational distrust and political camp-fighting. He could
have talked about moral versus political choices. This could
have been an exciting story, and he would have told it much
better than anyone else could have. But he didn't and thus
passed the baton to historians. He should have known better,
for historians never accept “last words”— not even their own.
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PUBLIC DEBATES
ON THE HOLOCAUST

Public debates in Germany that touch on historical taboos and
feelings of guilt often cause politicians to reconsider their
actions and society as a whole to reflect on its identity and
values. Sometimes, one is reminded of Max Weber's remarks
about unexpected and irrational “demons” which suddenly
appear and not only cause politicians and administrators to
change their goals but also lead to paradoxical results. This
may be true for all politics, but it certainly has a special
meaning for Geschichtspolitik, or “the politics of history.”

That Germany has developed something we can call a “culture
of debate” surely is a good sign of the democratic development
of the country. A number of debates have aroused the interest
not only of historians and other scholars, but of larger groups
in society. These include public controversies like the
“Historikerstreit,” the debates about Daniel Goldhagen's book
Hitler’s Willing Executioners, the furor over the exhibition
about the German army during the Second World War, the more
than a decade-long debate about the making of the Memorial
to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, as well as scandals
caused by speeches of German politicians (Philipp Jenninger,
1988) and confessions of authors (Martin Walser, 1998,
Ginther Grass, 2006)." Often, these public debates develop in
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sometimes in parliament. The debates can result in the resig-
nation of politicians or in public apologies. Articles usually
start in the feature section and make their way into the political
section of the newspapers. Later, they return to the feature
section, where journalists and academics analyze the debates
on a level more removed from politics. Ultimately, the debates
become the subjects of scholarly books that are published
years later. Thus, these debates have become an important
part of Germany’s public, or collective, memory.

PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS
AND AMBIGUITIES

In the course of the debates, historical facts are frequently
discussed on a surprisingly high level. Arguments exchanged
usually involve moral values and agree on the way Germany
sees itself: with the postulate never to forget its guilt and
responsibility.

But there is more: often, sinners or taboo breakers are singled
out by the press. As “scapegoats,” they are treated quite
aggressively by public opinion until, finally, a catharsis occurs,
and things calm down. My impression is that, in a way, German
society needs these “psychological cleansings” to flush out the
dirt of the past once again and, at the same time, to make sure
nobody forgets. They probably have an important psycho-
logical effect, insofar as they project onto somebody else the
feelings of guilt experienced by many Germans because of
their parents’ or grandparents’ real or fantasized involvement
in the Nazi terror.

Thus, the public controversies make people who are “on the
right side” of the debate feel good. This is a phenomenon
which we know already from the persistent tendency of
Germans in dealing with the past “to extract themselves and



2

Peter Carrier, Holocaust
Monuments and National
Memory Cultures in France
and Germany since 1989
(New York: Berghahn
Books, 2006), 113.

See Richard Chaim
Schneider,

Fetisch Holocaust,

Die Judenvernichtung —

verdrangt und vermarktet
(Miinchen: Kindler
Verlag, 1997)

4

Zweimal am Holocaust
verdient,” Tages-Anzeiger,
October 14, 2003.

51

their forefathers from historical responsibility by externalizing
this responsibility” and “by projecting culpability onto the
figure of Hitler for example,” as the historian Peter Carrier has
rightly pointed out.?

The debates have another effect, too. As much as the survivors
want Germany to remember the Holocaust, images from that
time can also cause pain and often hurt feelings. How could
it be otherwise? The debates do not only serve the good
purpose of urging us never to forget; they also revive painful
images of the suffering and victimization of Jews. They often
include ambivalent statements and confront Jews living in
Germany with anti-Semitism.? Demands from non-Jewish
Germans to protect survivors and Jews living in Germany
today, to speak for them, to suffer with them, and sometimes
for them, can also become highly problematic — when they
are linked with narcissistic and egotistical feelings.

THE DEGUSSA DEBATE

On October 14, 2003, an article appeared in the Swiss
daily newspaper Tages-Anzeiger. Under the shrill headline,
“Profited Twice from the Holocaust,” it reported that a Swiss
firm had lost its assignment to produce the anti-graffiti coating
for the future Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe
(Holocaust Memorial) in Berlin, designed by American architect
Peter Eisenman. Instead, a product made by the German firm
Degussa was accepted. This was scandalous, the article stated,

, and Germany should be ashamed. Degussa was thus profiting

twice from the Holocaust: once in the murder of the Jews, and
the second time in the remembrance of it.*

On October 23, 2003, the Memorial Foundation's board of
trustees in Berlin ordered an abrupt halt to the construction
work in order to look for another firm for the anti-graffiti
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coating. When the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung reported
on this two days later, a public debate erupted about the right
and wrong of Degussa’s involvement in the building of the
Holocaust Memorial.* Degussa’s now-defunct affiliate Degesch
sold and distributed the Zyklon B poison gas to the concen-
tration camps during the Second World War and was actively
involved in processing stolen gold from Jews murdered in
the camps.

Three weeks later, on November 13, 2003, the Memorial
Foundation's board met again. This time, it revised its decision,
and Degussa continued the work.

In the following sections, I will discuss some of the ambiguities
of the debate that occurred during the building process of
the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin. From 2000 to 2004, I was
Executive Director of the Memorial Foundation that was set up
by the German Parliament to build the central memorial and its
information center. My report will provide some insights into
administrative and political procedures that are not easily
available to historians and political scientists who have written
about the Memorial in the recent past, simply because they
depended on written (and published) sources.® To contribute
to the historical reflections on these events, as one of those
involved, I will include personal views and options that I had.”
I will show how difficult it was to build such a prominent and
important memorial in the midst of conflicting interests and
describe how points of view can change under the pressure of
public debate.

REASONS FOR THE DEBATE

In 1999, the German Parliament (Bundestag) decided to build a
“Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe” in the center
of Berlin as a symbol of public mourning and the ongoing
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responsibility of Germany for the Holocaust. The Federal
Government provided funding for this project. For more than
ten years, beginning with the initiative of an action group led
by journalist Lea Rosh and historian Eberhard Jaeckel in Berlin
in 1988, there had been public discussions about the “why,”
the “how,” and the “where” of this memorial. Before the
Bundestag made its decision, it had taken the time to discuss
all the questions raised by the long debate: to whom the
memorial should be dedicated; how to remember the other
victim groups; which architect should be chosen; and, last but
not least, whether to include a museum or an information
center.® But the question which later played a role in the
Degussa debate — whether certain German firms should be
excluded from participation in the building of the memorial
because of their past involvement in the murder of European
Jewry — was not discussed. It did not occur to anybody in the
political and cultural spheres that this could become an issue.
This was a memorial to be built by Germans — next to the
“Fuhrerbunker,” and right on the site of another bunker built
for Joseph Goebbels during the Nazi period. The spot where
the Gestapo headquarters had been located was around the
corner. In other words, it was a memorial built on heavily
contaminated ground, historically speaking, in order to publicly
remember and show responsibility. Banning sectors of German
society, such as German firms, was not possible. In fact, such
a thing was out of the question and would not have been
supported by any considerable majority, either within the
Bundestag or in German society at large. Another important
question most politicians and representatives of the various
groups involved did not discuss was whether German firms
that wanted to participate should be allowed to sponsor the
project as an act of good will.

As is often the case in Germany with regard to cultural
projects, the government paid. And especially in this case
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because parliament had decided that the memorial was a
project of German public policy. That meant that since the
government provided the funds for the memorial, there was no
urgent need to engage sponsoring firms or to examine their
past. Within the Memorial Foundation basically two perspec-
tives on the issue existed, each linked to the particular political
interests of the people involved. Both positions were deeply
challenged as a result of the Degussa debate.

A positive attitude towards sponsoring activities was
personified by the initiators of the memorial, Lea Rosh and her
civil action group. They tried to collect money from private
sponsors and firms in order to gain more moral support within
German society. Rosh and her group argued that the memorial
should not become a state enterprise but should continue to
show civilian engagement. Some of the group’s campaigns
were heavily criticized and controversial, as was Rosh herself,
who was not Jewish, but often appeared to speak for all Jewish
victims of the Holocaust. I will return to this later. Rosh did not
shy away from the principle of having German firms as
sponsors, even when they had been formerly involved in Nazi
crimes: she actually welcomed their participation. This
changed during the Degussa debate.

A more restricted or at least restrained viewpoint was repre-
sented by most of the politicians and officials who had to carry
out the decision of the Bundestag and actually build the
memorial. I was one of those who held this view. To me the
idea of firms like Degussa as sponsors of the project had
something unsettling about it. I felt the need to build this
memorial as a gesture coming from German society as a whole.
I did not want certain firms to be excluded, nor did
I want them to become especially involved with the project.
I detested the thought of having a plaque on the memorial
saying, “built with the help of Siemens,” or Degussa, or any
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other major German firm that had participated in Nazi crimes.
But as the debate continued, the disturbing past of the
Degussa firm demanded special attention — and when it force-
fully came to the public attention, it almost destroyed the
public consensus on the need to build the memorial that had
been arrived at with such difficulty.

WHO WERE THE
PEOPLE INVOLVED?

A Drief introduction to the structure of the Memorial
Foundation is necessary at this point. The foundation was
established by federal law. Funding for the project, as
mentioned earlier, was fully provided by the government.
The board of the foundation, called “Kuratorium,” was headed
by Wolfgang Thierse, president of the Bundestag at that time,
and consisted of 23 people who represented the major political
parties, the political administrations of the federal government
and of the City of Berlin, and other groups, such as the Central
Council of Jews in Germany and the Jewish Community of
Berlin. Representatives from other memorial sites and
museums, including the Berlin Jewish Museum, were also in
the Kuratorium. The civilian group headed by Lea Rosh, who
had initiated and promoted the memorial together with
historian Eberhard Jackel, also played an important role on the
board.® Since the board members were at odds on a couple of
questions carried over from the decade-long debate, and the
board included people who were reluctant to even accept a
memorial, it was not easy for the president of the Bundestag to
arrive at useful decisions. The board was eager to meet as
often as possible to discuss the newest developments and to
make decisions about every detail (or delay them). However,
federal law required that the Kuratorium elect from its
members a board of directors and an executive director and
administrative office for the day-to-day operations. The Berlin
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Senate Department for Urban Development was to carry out
the planning and construction process, including the bidding
process, while the client (Bauherr) of the memorial remained
the head of the Memorial Foundation, Wolfgang Thierse. I was
the director of the administrative office under the board of
directors and had to carry out decisions made by the
Kuratorium and the board of directors. There is no room here to
report on the various challenges our small office composed of
six academics and two administrators faced; in the midst of
competing groups, administrations, politicians, and bureau-
cratic hierarchies, we tried to stay the course and to make
possible the realization of the memorial. One of the major tasks,
in addition to technical, legal, and public relations questions,
involved establishing the historical concept for the future
exhibition about the Holocaust in the so called “Information
Center” to be located underneath the memorial. I have written
elsewhere about developing this concept and the surrounding
controversies.”

The main actors during the Degussa debate were the

following: the members of the Kuratorium, including
representatives of the Jewish community, the president
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the project. Therefore, it was easy to ignore these offers. Only
after the bidding process had been completed, and the
construction firms had been put under contract, were
sponsoring offers made to the Berlin Senate Department
of Urban Development discussed. Since the costs for the
construction work had to be kept within the limits of a tight
budget, the need for additional sponsors was considered
relevant by the Berlin Senate.”

In January 2003, during one of the regular meetings with
members of the Berlin Senate Department for Urban
Development, our office learned of the Degussa offer to
partially sponsor the building of the memorial by providing
a lower price for its anti-graffiti coating. Since the adminis-
tration obviously had some knowledge of Degussa’s history,
the Memorial Foundation was asked to deal with the
“political questions” involved. During the months that
followed, a historian in our office compiled a brief study of
Degussa that described the firm without glossing over the
horrific details of its past. We also learned that the present
Degussa firm did not consist of the same people as back then
and, in fact, had changed its structure. In addition, the firm
was active in the founding and support of the compensation
fund for Nazi slave labor. Furthermore, by making possible a
study of the company during the Third Reich by historian
Peter Hayes, the firm had done more than others to confront
its past. In my eyes, it was not a firm that should be excluded
— but I certainly knew that its past was as heavily burdened
as could be.” Degussa’s offer to partially sponsor the
memorial seemed to express a strange mixture of economic
interests and historical consciousness, but it might well have
been the case that economic interests were in the foreground
and that the firm actually did not want to dwell on its history
too much. That would explain why the firm did not provide a
generous offer for a sponsorship of the memorial to the head
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of the Memorial Foundation in the first place, but just dealt on
a more technical level with the Berlin Department for Urban
Development. How can atonement go together with capitalism?
This question had not been raised during the long debates
about the memorial. I did not want to be hypocritical. In my
eyes, it was hardly possible to build the memorial in
Germany, and with the participation of German firms, without
any sign of guilt. This turned out to be especially true for the
chemical industry.

While the questions regarding how to deal with these
findings (and with the financial support of the memorial by
German firms in general) were still pending, and other legal
and political issues were in the foreground, the construction
process went ahead. During the following months, the Berlin
Department for Urban Development and the involved firms
made important decisions. There had been embarrassing
delays in the bidding process; therefore, the Berlin adminis-
tration was under much pressure to finally come to terms and
proceed with the building of the memorial.” In the summer
of 2003, American architect Peter Eisenman viewed a couple
of examples for the planned 2,700 concrete pillars of the
memorial, some of them without, others with, different types
of anti-graffiti coatings. For technical and aesthetic reasons,
Eisenman chose the Degussa product, considering it to be the
best — without knowing anything about the firm's historical
background. During the following months, a subcontractor
who carried the Degussa anti-graffiti coating was hired by
the firm that produced and delivered the concrete pillars for
the memorial. As a result of this choice, a competing Swiss
firm that also manufactured anti-graffiti coating had its offer
rejected. A couple of weeks later, the previously mentioned
article appeared in the Swiss daily newspaper Tages-
Anzeiger. It revealed how deeply business interests and
moral demands had become entangled in this affair.
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THE COURSE OF EVENTS

In connection with the crucial questions raised by the
author of the article in the Tages-Anzeiger, I was asked by
Wolfgang Thierse to telephone Paul Spiegel, head of the Jewish
community, as well as Lea Rosh, to inform them about the
events and to hear their perspectives on the case. The
telephone conversations took place before the Kuratorium met.
Neither Spiegel nor Rosh expressed the opinion that a firm like
Degussa should be excluded; Spiegel pointed out that it was
not the same firm anymore and mentioned its active
engagement in the slave labor funds. Rosh was also of the
opinion that this firm — although Degussa had been heavily
involved in the Holocaust — should not be expelled. She
expressed her regret, though, that Degussa would not donate
their anti-graffiti product, instead of only charging a reduced
price. After these conversations, Thierse asked me to inform
the Kuratorium at its next meeting about the state of affairs
and to include the article by the Tages-Anzeiger for discussion.

When the regular meeting of the Kuratorium took place two
weeks later, on October 23, 2003, several members of the board
expressed their outrage that material produced by Degussa
was being used for the anti-graffiti coating of the memorial.
The (non-Jewish) representatives of other Holocaust commem-
oration sites in Germany especially were deeply concerned.
They pointed out that the memorial would be morally contam-
inated by the participation of Degussa and argued that any
Holocaust commemoration had to be especially sensitive to the
feelings of the victims. They suggested that politicians should
turn to the existing memorials and their foundations for advice,
because they were experts in these matters.
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Another participant in that meeting was Peter Strieder, head
of Berlin's Senate for Urban Development. His office had
promoted the contract, but Strieder called this a “scandal” and
again brought up the quote that Degussa had “profited twice
from the Holocaust.” Strieder harshly criticized his own admin-
istration and said that he had not known about this.
On the other hand, he pointed out, in case Degussa wanted to
donate the entire quantity of their graffiti-protection, one could
reconsider their offer. In the meantime, he suggested a public
discussion of this question. I do not know what moved the
senator to act like this. It might have had something to
do with the fact that he had been publicly reproached earlier
with regard to building the memorial.” Did he feel guilty
because he hadn’t cared enough? In any case, in the upcoming
debate that he himself promoted, he obviously wanted to be
“on the right side.” His actions seemed to be influenced by a
chaotic mixture of his status as a state official and his attitude
of being a protester against political administrations.

Alexander Brenner, head of Berlin's Jewish community, was
the only representative of the Jewish community in Germany
at the meeting; the other two members of the Kuratorium, Paul
Spiegel and Salomon Korn, were absent, but had delegated
their votes to Brenner. They were also absent from the meeting
that followed, which would indicate that they did not really
want to get involved in the issue. However, in their few public
statements they supported Brenner, and Spiegel asked that the
feelings of those survivors who could not tolerate the thought
of Degussa participating in the building of the Memorial be
respected. Spiegel emphasized that this had nothing to do with
the present Degussa firm and that the issue was “purely
emotional.”*

In his statement at the meeting of the Kuratorium, Brenner said
that Degussa should be excluded, because the firm’'s name was
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highly symbolic and would hurt survivors. Born
in Poland in 1930, Brenner fled with his family to the eastern
part of the Soviet Union; he was sent back to Poland after
the war and later moved to Germany. He pointed out that he
probably would not go to the Memorial if Degussa were to
participate.” After this, Lea Rosh changed her mind and also
pleaded for the exclusion of Degussa products from the
memorial. She declared that the Zyklon B issue would limit
those who could participate and that the chain Degussa-
Degesch-Zyklon B would cause too much pain.™

After these serious considerations were raised, most politi-
cians on the Kuratorium, including the president of the
Bundestag, agreed that it was better to halt the production and
installation of the 2,700 pillars until a “guiltless” firm was
found, even if they were of the opinion that Degussa should not
be rejected. During the meeting, a couple of members of the
Kuratorium together with Senator Strieder called for a public
discussion of this difficult question that they obviously felt they
could not solve.

Three weeks later, on November 13, 2003, after an intense
public debate, and on the basis of studies about the past of the
chemical industry in Germany and Europe, as well as of cost
calculations carried out by the Memorial Foundation, the
Kuratorium met again and revised its decision. Now, against
the wishes of Brenner and some of the non-Jewish members,
such as Rosh, as well as representatives of other memorial
sites, a majority of the board wanted the construction work
to resume along with the use of the Degussa product.®”

What had happened? It had become clear that there was no
chemical firm in Germany or even in Europe, which had not
formerly been involved with either IG Farben or Degesch. They
or their previous incarnations had conformed to National
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Socialist racial policy, had fired their Jewish managers and
officials, and had done business with the Nazis.”? In addition,
press reports said that the anti-graffiti coating suggested by
the competing Swiss firm contained a chemical which had
been developed by BASF, another successor firm of IG Farben.”
Furthermore, it had turned out that other chemicals, already
used in the production of the concrete pillars and their
foundation on the memorial site, contained ingredients, some
of which had been developed by Degussa or by the Hoechst
Company, which also was one of the successors of IG Farben.
The devil was everywhere.

Now, the concern was no longer only about the anti-graffiti
protection of the memorial but also about the very substance of
the whole memorial. After reflecting on this complexity of
practical and moral aspects, most members of the Kuratorium
felt that the choice was to either include Degussa (as part of
German society) or not build the memorial at all. To make sure
that the difficult process of reaching that decision would not be
forgotten, the Kuratorium decided to document the public
debate in the Memorial's Information Center.*

Of course, the fact that architect Peter Eisenman, an American
Jew, had pushed hard for this specific product, pointing out
that he found it to be the best for the outcome of his work, had
played a role in the decision. After Eisenman learned about
Degussa’s history, he warned the politicians not to become
hostage to political correctness, as he put it.*

But most important in the dynamics of the decision-making
process during that meeting was a speech by Michael
Blumenthal, the Jewish-American director of the Jewish
Museum in Berlin. Blumenthal — who was born in Germany,
had fled the Nazis, and emigrated via Shanghai to the United
States — said he understood Brenner's feelings, but his own
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were different. He told the Kuratorium that he had also
lost relatives in the Holocaust, but that for him this was
symbolized not so much by Zyklon B and Degesch as by the
Reichsbahn that had deported them. He pointed out that
victims associated their own experiences with different
symbols, and questioned the assertion that the Zyklon B
issue should exclude Degussa from participation in the
building of the memorial.*

EXPECTATIONS OF THE DEBATE

Early on — I think right after the first Kuratorium meeting on
October 23, 2003 — Thierse, the head of the Bundestag and the
Memorial Foundation, had expressed the hope that a public
debate would develop. And during the debate, he emphasized
several times how important it was that the press (or, for that
matter, the public) participate in the discussion of this contro-
versy. Thus, even a decision of the Parliament that had actually
ended the ten-year-long debate about the memorial, in his eyes
was not enough, but further discussion and legitimization were
required. Thierse closely watched the press. He felt, like many
others, that this debate was necessary to clarify the way in
which German society wanted to remember the past. The
troublesome past of the Degussa firm needed to be explored
and should not be overlooked. At the same time, it had to be
reaffirmed that this was not the same company anymore, but a
part of modern German society. Thierse hoped that the public
debate would lead to a revision of the Kuratorium'’s decision.

As recent history has shown, this is approximately what
happened, but it does not mean that Thierse could actually
control the debate. Others, with different opinions, hoped that
the decision not to build the memorial with the Degussa
product would be enforced and went to the press to give inter-
views and promote articles containing their views.
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In that situation, journalists played a key role. Most of them
acted responsibly; they tried to do the subject justice, to
consider all the arguments, and to report accurately on what
had happened.” They explored the historical facts, wrote about
Degussa’s past, and included interviews or statements from
different people and representatives involved. The articles and
interviews included a variety of Jewish voices and opinions on
the issue.”

People who were against the memorial in the first place came
forward and said that politicians just couldn't deal with this
complicated matter and didn’t have the sensitivity to do so.
This attitude was typical of some of the representatives of
memorials and museums that were located on the historical
sites of former concentration camps like Sachsenhausen and
Buchenwald. They maintained that the only true places for
Holocaust commemoration in Germany were these historical
sites. They had always feared that the sites would be
abandoned by visitors once a central Holocaust memorial
was erected in Berlin and that funding for their museums
would be cut back. Thus, their opinions on the Degussa issue
seemed to be shaped by these interests. Giinter Morsch,
director of the museum in Sachsenhausen, for example,
pointed out during the discussions that the memorials at
former concentration camp sites had done more for Germany'’s
reputation in the world than the country’s foreign policy.”

This perspective was influenced by an emphasis on civic activ-
ities versus state policy. Citizens’ initiatives, grassroots histo-
rians, and survivor groups had fought for decades for
the commemoration of the Holocaust in West Germany.
It had taken the federal and local governments a long time
to provide funding and even to acknowledge the importance of
Holocaust commemoration. West Germany’s landscape
of memory was characteristic of its diversity and its many local
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initiatives. During the era of Chancellor Helmut Kohl, remem-
brance became more of an issue of public policy, but it
happened in the context of German reunification and did not
differentiate between the memories of victims and perpe-
trators. The Kohl government'’s restoration of the Neue Wache
in Berlin, honoring all victims of the Second World War, was
rightly criticized by the Jewish community and many commen-
tators. In the end, the deficits of the Neue Wache became an
important reason for the building of the central Memorial to the
Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin. The fact that the German
Bundestag made a democratic decision to build the memorial
in 1999 underlined the significance of Holocaust commemo-
ration for German society after reunification. While the
memorial was meant to honor the memory of the victims and to
serve as a reminder of the genocide, it was also a represen-
tation of official German public policy. This representation of
the state was sought and detested at the same time by many
citizens' initiatives. During the Degussa debate, this attitude
became visible again.

The ambivalence towards state policy and governmental action
was shared by Lea Rosh and her group. They had fought for the
memorial for more than a decade and had dedicated all their
efforts to the project. After the Bundestag decision and the
setting up of the Memorial Foundation, Rosh and her group did
not have much confidence that governmental administrations
and state officials could really fulfill the task. They maintained
a “healthy mistrust” towards the executive and politicians;
their attitudes were shaped by the West German students’
movement of the 1960s. In addition, since the group had a hard
time maintaining its identity as fighters for the idea to build the
memorial in the first place, its actions sometimes became
sensational and embarrassing. One of the results was that I, as
executive director of the Memorial Foundation, had to distance
myself from the group’s actions.” The Degussa debate provided
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the group with an opportunity to “prove” that state officials
including myself couldn’t handle the matter or were insensitive
to the feelings of survivors of the Holocaust. Lea Rosh's
behavior in attempting to regain her important role seemed
somewhat over the top. More than ever in the mood to fight
for her moral cause, she did not hesitate to publicly attack Peter
Eisenman for his opposing opinion during the debate: “If
Eisenman’s parents had been gassed in Auschwitz, what
would he have said?”* These extreme remarks demonstrated
how much she identified with what she thought was the
reaction of “all” survivors-whom she wanted so fervently to
represent.

What moved Wolfgang Thierse to call for a public debate on
Degussa? Unlike the above-mentioned individuals, he was not
raised in West Germany and had not been influenced by the
West German students’ movement. Thierse grew up in the
former GDR where the tradition of central memorials and
monuments — foreign to the West German culture of memory —
had been the rule. Typical for the GDR was an official commem-
oration linked with ideological images of communist resistance
and antifascist heroism. Maybe that experience influenced
Thierse’s willingness not only to make the difficult decision
process of the Degussa issue public but to have it decided by
public opinion. Did he himself fear that the installation of the
memorial would become too much of an official enterprise
and too far removed from civil society? It was obvious that
Thierse was in a very difficult situation. On the one hand, as
president of the Bundestag, he had been part of a democratic
and extensive decision-making process, which resulted in a
federal law to build the memorial. There could be no higher
legitimization. To go back to the public looking for further legit-
imization, as if the Bundestag had not already made its
decision, in my opinion, was not exactly proof of his strength.
Thierse took the risk that the public would not approve, and
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that the members of the Kuratorium would therefore vote
accordingly. That would have meant that the building of the
memorial would be seriously delayed — or even that it might
never be built. Whatever his reasons and motivations were, it
is a challenging task to further analyze the Degussa debate
with regard to the specific West and East German sensitivities
in the emerging culture of memory in the reunified country.

CLEANING UP A DIRTY PAST?

I now want to turn to some of the “psychological ambiguities”
that I talked about in more general terms at the beginning of
this paper. Part of the Degussa debate was the notion that
Germany was trying to clean up its past and anti-Semitic
present while at the same time using an anti-graffiti product
made by Degussa. Indeed, the issue was highly symbolic.
It is worthwhile reflecting on this in psychoanalytical terms.

There is a strict ban on symbols of Nazism in German society
today and a desire to suppress these symbols. Swastikas on the
Holocaust Memorial would be an absolute taboo. This is why
the Kuratorium decided that the memorial needed anti-graffiti
coating — contrary to what the American architect Eisenman
had suggested. Eisenman argued that German society should
face the existence of Neo-Nazism and feelings of hate and that
he personally had nothing against graffiti at the memorial. He
even said that one could not keep everything pure and clean,
an attitude that reminded him of the 1930s.*

This view, however, was not shared by the Kuratorium and

. probably not by the majority of people in Germany. What
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motivated the builders of the memorial (including myself) to
vote for an anti-graffiti coating was to make sure that the
memorial could be protected from such assaults, should they
ever happen. The memorial was to honor and to remember the



68

31

Sigmund Freud, Totem and
Taboo: Resemblances
between the Psychic Lives
of Savages and Neurotics
(New York: Vintage

Books, 1946).

murdered Jews of Europe; this memory should not be defiled
by Nazi signs and anti-Semitic symbols. That a firm like
Degussa, which had been historically so deeply involved in the
murder of European Jewry, should now be helping to protect
the pillars of the memorial is probably one of the ironies of
German history; it underlined, of course, that despite graffiti-
protection, a memorial in Germany can never be “clean.”

In his work Totem and Taboo, Sigmund Freud wrote that in the
case of strong taboos linked to the mourning for the dead and
often for those murdered, in what he called “primitive cultures,”
there exists an unconscious impulse to arouse ambivalence,
and to violate these rules and taboos.” I am not sure how much
this applies to Holocaust commemoration in modern German
society. But, as descendants of the perpetrator generation, many
of us are afraid of being anti-Semitic or acting ambivalent.

When we first discovered (before we really had time to make
up our minds and to discuss it within the Kuratorium) that a
contract with a subcontractor of Degussa already existed, it
was as if we had been caught doing something that was
strongly prohibited. Earlier I mentioned the feeling of “sin,”
which often causes the eruption of public debates on the
Holocaust. Especially when the article in the Swiss newspaper
Tages-Anzeiger somehow linked illegal business with the
commemoration of the murdered, it immediately touched on
feelings of guilt.

TRANSFERENCE OF GUILT
ONTO INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS

As has been described with regard to public controversies
about the Holocaust in general, people were anxious to find a
scapegoat for this crisis. In this case, feelings were mostly
externalized and projected onto the Degussa firm and onto
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chemical products. “Transference of guilt onto industrial
products serves a new kind of role playing,” publisher and
former state minister of cultural affairs, Michael Naumann
wrote in the weekly Die Zeit.*

While in the first half of the debate most newspapers were for
punishing Degussa, the mood changed in the second half, and
more and more articles argued for including the firm. This
might have had something to do with the fact that at the same
time, another debate was going on, focusing on another and
more appealing scapegoat: A member of the CDU and of the
Bundestag, Martin Hohmann, had given an anti-Semitic speech
in which he claimed Jews could be called a “people of
perpetrators” (Téter-Volk). That debate ended with the expulsion
of Hohmann from the party, a move with which most commen-
tators agreed.® An article in the Berlin-based Tagesspiegel
newspaper linked the two debates and concluded: “The
memorial will be dirty not despite but because of the graffiti
protection by Degussa; and it will always disturb the peace that
people like Hohmann and his entourage long for. Very well!
These passionate, sometimes naively led debates about the
challenges the memorial is facing are much more welcome than
the mentality of denial shared by the Hohmanns.”*

When the decision of the Kuratorium was made at its second
meeting three weeks later, the debate on Degussa seemed to
be over. However, it erupted again when at a later meeting
of the Kuratorium, Peter Eisenman repeated a joke his New
York-based Jewish dentist had told about Degussa. The
dentist, Eisenmann told the horrified Kuratorium, had made fun
of the fact that the gold fillings in Eisenman’'s mouth
were also made of material manufactured by Degussa.
Immediately after he heard these words, the representative
of the Berlin Jewish community, Alexander Brenner left the
room, followed by other members of the Kuratorium. During the
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subsequent public debate, some went so far as to suggest
firing Eisenman as the architect of the memorial. Only after
Eisenman offered an apology to Alexander Brenner and the
Jewish community on national television, did this new debate
fade.* In the end, the memorial was opened with Alexander
Brenner present, despite Degussa’s anti-graffiti product and
Eisenman’s jokes.

GERMAN JEWISH RELATIONS
AND HOLOCAUST REMEMBRANCE
IN GERMANY

It does not come as a surprise that in Germany public debates
on the Holocaust are always in danger of hurting the feelings
of survivors and of Jews currently living in Germany. What,
then, did the Degussa debate mean for Jews and for German-
Jewish relations in Germany? First of all, there were survivors
who did get hurt. Some said and wrote that the thought of
Degussa’s involvement in the building of the memorial was
unbearable to them and that they would not visit it. The debate
itself, some of them felt, should not have taken place at all or
only much later, so that they would not get hurt any more.* To
me, it was tragic that these feelings of survivors seemed to
have been actually exploited by the actions of some of the non-
Jewish individuals trying to achieve a different outcome. Many
of the claims of paying attention to survivors’ feelings and to
acting more sensitively were questionable, because they were
linked to personal interests and egotism.

As the debate developed, images of murdered Jews, gas
chambers, and poison gas continued to be shown on television.
The distance between what was then and what is now became
blurred. This is probably always very painful for survivors.
Even more so in Germany because in this country one is
constantly reminded of the past through sites, names, or the
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language itself. Thus, it was important to distinguish the past
from the present and not to assume a continuity between
Degussa then and Degussa now.

On the whole, reactions among survivors and among members
of the Jewish community were quite different. An article in the
Jerusalem Report stated that the decision to allow a company
like Degussa to help build the national Holocaust memorial
actually redefined “the complex web of German Jewish
relations.”*” The fact that the Kuratorium overruled Alexander
Brenner’'s objections was seen by Salomon Korn, head of the
Jewish community inFrankfurt/Main and the deputy director of
the Central Council of Jews in Germany, as “a qualitative
change that a majority was ready to make a decision knowing
the Jewish delegates didn't agree. It must have been for the
first time.”** Korn — who was born in Poland in 1943 and after
the war came to Germany with his family — belongs to the
younger generation of officials in the Central Council of Jews
in Germany. He has often pointed out that he did not want
to play the role of “moral authority” that has been assigned to
the remaining Jews in Germany ever since the immediate post-
war period. Korn did not like the outcome of the Degussa decision
but accepted it: “There can be no unblemished memorial for
the Shoah in Germany,” he said.®* Both he and Alexander
Brenner continued to work in the Kuratorium. Korn noted that
the reaction to the Degussa question also had to do with gener-
ational differences: “The generation before us,” he said, “could
never have accepted it.”®

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper has not been written as an attempt to answer the
question whether the public debate about the participation
of the firm Degussa in the building of the Holocaust memorial
in Berlin was right or wrong. The issues raised during the
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debate were indeed very important. Again, people in Germany
learned historical facts through public debate and discourse:
about the involvement of German firms in the Holocaust
and specifically of Degussa, Degesch and the chemical industry
as a whole; about symbols that still hurt survivors, and about
the problems of remembering the Holocaust in general. The
debate has become part of the complicated history of the
Holocaust Memorial in Berlin; and it was a wise decision to
include the documentation of the debate in the exhibition at
the Information Center.

However, the debate has also brought out all the signs of
ambivalence in public controversies about the Holocaust
in Germany that I discussed at the beginning of this paper.
Among other things, it was an expression of the country’'s
memorialization process after reunification. In 1999, after
a decade-long debate, the Bundestag found a compromise
among very different and even divided attitudes towards a
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe — but that didn’t
mean that conflicts had ended. Although representatives
of some of the citizen's groups were integrated into the
Memorial Foundation by law to make sure they could
participate in the planning and realization process, tensions
between these representatives, politicians, government
officials, and administrators were high. When the controversy
on the participation of Degussa erupted, these lines of conflict
became not only visible again but threatened the whole
project. In this situation, Thierse, the head of the foundation
and president of the Bundestag played a key role in dealing
with the crisis. When he — and some of the other politicians
responsible — agreed to halt construction work and promote
a public debate on the issue, they ran the risk that the
memorial project might fall apart. For Thierse, and for the
representatives of the citizen's groups, it was necessary
to prove that this memorial was not removed from public



73

debate. In the end, the Degussa debate was further proof
of how the traces of a murderous and horrible past reach out
into the present-day German society. The memorialization
process itself could certainly never be free or “cleansed”
of these traces.
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