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Abstract 

In the aftermath of National :Socialism and the Holocaust, positive recourse to the idea of the nation 

has been a contentious issue;in Germany. Members of the German feminist movement as well as of 

other 'progressive' segments of German society have considered the concept of the nation as 

antithetical to progressive politics, and they have frequently denounced their national association 

altogether. This strategy hasicome under critique for evading issues of power and accountability, 

for distracting from the effedts that constructions of the nation and associations with nation-states 

have on people's lives, and fbr avoiding a critical confrontation with how one's own perspectives 

and politics are shaped by orie's specific national association. In recent years, questions of German 

national identity have become a concern within the context of the German feminist movement, and 

some feminists have begun t<!:l address the issue of what could be constructive ways of coming to 

terms with their national ide:qtity and its implications. This thesis explores this issue by drawing on 

in-depth interviews with fe~ists in Germany. It discusses how they understood and negotiated 

the meanings of 'being Gentian' with regard to a variety of dimensions of their national 

association, for instance, how they had been socialized as Germans, how they viewed. the unified 

nation-state, and how they conceived of Germans as an "imagined community" (Anderson 1991). 

Particular attention is given t¢> the historical context and how the women I interviewed interpreted 

the legacy of the Nazi past. I consider their views and experiences in terms of how they are marked 

by women's various locations in social relations and in terms of the specific notions ofGermanness 

they presumed or produced iIit talking about 'being German.' Further, I discuss how their 

understandings of Germanne$s are related to their political views and practices. This thesis 
I 

concludes with a review oftlle kinds of "politics oflocation" (Rich 1986) these women put forward 

and with reflections on how conducive various understandings of Germanness, and of social 

locations in general, are to d~aling with the chaJllenges of coalition work across differences. 
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Introduction 

The concept of the uation is fraught with conflict in the German context. Still today, it 

conjures up memories ofNaltional Socialism and the Holocaust. However, since the fall of the 

Berlin Wall and subsequent;unification in 1990, the question of German national identity has taken 

center stage within public discussions in Germany. Several issues are at stake in these debates, 

among them whether the new German nation-state should understand itself in civic-political or in 

ethno-cultural terms, whether Germany shouldl officially acknowledge its status as a country of 

immigration or continue to llegally enshrine the notion of Germans as a community of descent, and 

whether German national history forbids a pos.itive recourse to the idea of the nation or whether 

Germans should be considetted rehabilitated and constituting a 'normal' nation (see, for instance, 

Baumann, Dietl, and Wippermann 1999; Habermas 1991; 1995; Hoffmann 1997; New German 

Critique 1991; Suchantke 1991; Zuckermann 1999a). 

The political right hias long been lamenting a lack of national sentiment in West Germany. 

They interpret unification as having set the end-point to the 'abnormal' post-war situation and call 

for the reestablishment of a positive national identity. A strong national consciousness is further 

promoted as necessary in odier to resolve the fissures between the fonnerJy divided populations of 

East and West Germany. Thb left has traditionally been more reserved towards the concept of the 

nation. However, over the last decade, attitudes towards the nation within the left-liberal spectrum 
I 

of society have changed towlards being more affirmative. The Socialdemocratic-Green federal 

government that supersededlthe Conservative-Liberal coalition in 1998 has joined ranks with 

conservatives in evoking a nbw, unified, 'self-confident' nation, which should finally step out of 

the shadow of its past and erpbrace its powerful role within Europe and the world. Critical views of 

the nation have become increasingly marginalized (see, for instance, Assheuer 1999; Bittermann 

1994; Perger 1999; Postone !1993; SchOnwaIde:r 1996; Zuckermann 1999b.) 
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Questions of natiorial identity have also been a contentious issue within ferrtinist politics in 

Germany. During the 19705 and 1980s, members of the West German feminist movement tended 

to disclaim affiliation with the German nation. This attitude was also common among members of 

other social movements such as the 'New Lefl.' Such denunciation of national association was 

often linked to unresolved :ij;lelings of national guilt in relation to National Socialism and the 

Holocaust. To that extent, it! reproduced a German national identity in negative terms and did not 

resolve the circumstances tliat made this an u11lcomfortable or problematic association 

(Rommelspacher 1995a; 1995c). Furthermore, while they disassociated themselves from 

Germanness, German women, particularly white and Christian or Christian-socialized women, 

continued to take their own ~xperience as the norm and tended to ignore experiences that differed 

from this norm. They were slow in reacting to the critique voiced by feminists of color, Jewish 

feminists, and feminists whO migrated to Germany from other countries, who called on them not to 

evade the issue of accountaBility for their privileged social position in relation to others and to 

recognize the extent to whicjJ. their unacknowledged, yet taken for granted, Germanness shaped and 

limited their perspectives and. politics (see beitrage zur feministischen theorie und praxis 1990; 

Hugel et al. 1993; Lennox 1995; Uremovic and Oerter 1994; Verein:fur Sozialwissenschaftliche 

Forschung und Praxis fur Frauen e.v. 1991). 

This critique unsettled the notion that, as women and feminists, German women 

automatically stood on the 'mght' side and reminded them that they could not simply opt out of 

other relations of power that1cross-cut with gender relations. It is difficult to assess what effect this 

had on the self-perceptions a[nd the politics of Gennan feminists at large. However, the issue of 

positionality is receiving increased attention, and disassociation from Germanness has become 

discredited as evading questions of accountability and obstructing the generation of responsible 

ways of dealing with the issue of national association (see Koppert 1990; 1991; Lennox 1995; 

Schultz 1993; Verein:fur So2tialwissenschaftliche Forschung und Praxis fur Frauen e.V. 1991). 
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In the light of this ~velopment emerge the questions of what kind of strategies have come 

to replace the earlier strategy of denouncing Gennanness, and to what extent are they more 

constructive and conducive to progressive feminist politics? Are German feminists now seeking to 

develop a more positive sen$e of nation all identity or dlo they consider affIrmative recourse to the 

nation as antithetical to such: politics? For some time now, feminist and postmodem theorists have 

been suggesting that we ought to conceptualize identities in ways that call them into question or at 

least leave them open, allowing for plurality and change and supporting the building of alliances 

across difference (for instan<!:e, Braidotti 1994; Butler 1990; 1995; Flax 1990; Grosz 1995; Mouffe 

1992). However, as desirable as such a vision seems in theory, it has been criticized for not 

suffIciently addressing the ad:tuallegal, political, social, and economic differences with which 

constructions of identity andldifference are entanglled. Raising the issue of the investments 

differently situated groups of people have in various idlentities, what they stand to gain or lose from 

deconstructing or holding onl. to these, Angelika Bammer points out that crossing borders of identity 

is not "always or necessarily Ithe progressive or liberating or emancipatory thing to do. It can be a 

relief, even a luxury, to stay put" (quoted in Jankowsky and Love 1997b:274). 

Looking specifically at how questions of national identity are negotiated in the context of 

Gennan feminism, this thesi~ seeks to comment on the issue of how concepts of identity are related 

to political visions and practices. Based on interviews with feminists in Germany, it explores the 

various ways in which these ~ndividuals positioned themselves in relation to notions of the nation. 

Particular attention will be given to how they articulated what German national identity meant or 

did not mean to them in relat10n to several other social and cultural locations, that is how their 

views were marked by gendet, age, ethnicity or 'race,' I religious background, geographical origin, 

I It is by now a well-es~ablished fact that there is no scientific justification for distinctions between 
human 'races' (McClintock 199~; Ratcliffe 1994b). lRuth Frankenberg notes that such distinctions are a 
historically recent phenomenon, lalthough the hierarchical ranking of groups of people or 'peoples' has a long 
history. The concept of 'race' was born out of, and could be build on, earlier notions of supremacy and 
inferiority, on "racism avant la lettre," and "it is not the case that an innocent racialness was corrupted by a 
later ranking of races, but rather that race and racism are fundamentally interwoven" (l997b:9). Because of 
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and political orientation. I ck>nsider their different experiences and opinions in relation to questions 

of national association in tetIns of what notions of German identity they put forward and how they 

understood the meanings or: implications of their national association. 

There exists now a growing body of literature that addresses how concepts of the nation, 

national identities, and nationalist projects are gendered, as well as the ways in which women and 

men are incorporated differently into the nation-state.2 As gender is a relational category, a study 

including both men's and women's views on national identity would be more suited towards 

revealing the impact of gendered locations and! experiences on such views than this study with its 

specific focus is. In most regards, I cannot comment on the extent to which what is presented in 

this thesis is or is not only awplicable to women, particularly women who see themselves as 

feminists. While this study is situated in a wider context and draws on discussions of German 

national identity beyond those taking place within German feminism, its particular concern lies 

with how the issue is taken qp by feminists. Still, its results, I believe, are not only relevant to the 

feminist movement in Germany but speak to questions of identity politics in other contexts as well. 

The approach to national identity taken in this thesis entails a social constructivist 

insistence on the inessentiality of identity and considers nation as a historical, political, and social 

construct, rather than a naturally or objectively given entity. At the same time. it does not treat 

national identity as merely fiftional but as 'real' to the extent that concepts of the nation are 

institutionalized and have an!impact on people's lives. Aleida Assmann and Heidrun Friese (1998) 

the potential dangers of retaining the concept in academic discourse, some researchers have discarded it 
(Ratcliffe 1994a:4), while other$, although they assert that race must be seen as an ideological construct, have 
held on to it in describing the effects of constructions of racial difference in various contexts (for instance, 
Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992): However, in order Ito call attention to its problematic status and 
implications, some place the term in inverted commas. For stylistic reasons, I will not do so in the remainder 
of this thesis, except in particular circumstances. In order to be logically consistent, I would also have to set 
terms such as 'ethnic,' 'ethnicitJ[,' or 'gender' in inverted commas throughout, as the phenomena they relate 
to are equally not objective givens but contextual constructions which refer to social and political processes 
of classification and meaning co~stitution entangled in relations of power (see, for instance, Banks 1996; 
Butler 1990; Eriksen 1993; Hall:1996; Lutz 1994; Ratcliffe 1994a;). 

2 See, for instance, Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992); McClintock 1995; Nadig (1990); Walby 
(1992); West (1997); Wilford arid Miller (1998); Yuval-Davis (1997). 
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note that 'we-groups' are nOw commonly conceived of as what Benedict Anderson calls 'imagined 

communities' (1991). This view challenges essentialist notions of collectivities and investigates 

identities as products of open-ended processes of construction and negotiation. However, their 

status as unstable constructions notwithstanding, 'imagined communities' procure "an 

extraordinary impact as real I social phenomena in which people believe and on which they act" 

(Cesarani and Fulbrook 1996: 1). With specific reference to the nation as an imagined community, 

David Cesarani and Mary Fl!J.lbrook point out that: 

The French sociologist Emile Durkheim's injunction to 'treat social facts as things' 
becomes brutally rel~vant when people are attacked or murdered because of 
(imagined) 'racial infferiority,' or when families are tom apart and relatives sent 
'home' by officials ~aid to guard borders and prevent the entry of 'illegal 
immigrants '" (1996:!1). 

Viewing nations as 'jmental constructs sustained in being by imaginative labour and 

discursive habit" (Cubitt 1998:3) opens up a critical perspective on the ideological construction of 

nations and national identities, yet it must not h~ad away from considering the real effects of such 

constructions. 

National identity is tlb.us treated in this thesis as twofold or as denoting two dJimensions: 

one the one hand, the individpal's factual association with a political and social unit that calls itself 

a nation; on the other hand, ~e subjective meaning an individual gives to this association (see 

Rommelspacher 1995c). These two dimensions are distinguishable but not strictly separate. The 

subjective aspect of national ~dentity is further not, psychoanalytic approaches to the issue suggest, 

an entirely 'rational' matter, Ilmt national consciousness or self-awareness is imbued with 

emotional, and often narcissistic, affects (Brunner 1997). 

I will not rehearse here the extensive literature on concepts of the nation, nationalism, 

national identity, and how thf1)' relate to each other, as it is not of direct concern to my purpose in 

this thesis. The next chapter will address the particular national context of this study. Otherwise, 

suffice it to make the followlltg general observations. Geoffrey Cubitt states that "if, as Ely and 

Suny observe, 'being nationall, is the condition of our times,' it is a condition more easily evoked 



than defmed" (1998:1). The!tenn 'nation' serves to refer to various ideas, imagined entities, and 

political or institutional units, such as a 'culture,' a 'people,' a 'country,' or a 'state.' 

[1]t designates now 1=1 community, now an environment, now a component in a 
global political syst~m. The nation is presented sometimes as an object requiring a 
passionate commitnlent, sometimes merely as a descriptive category pennitting 
individuals to be conveniently located for administrative or referential purposes. In 
short, nations as th~gs remain elusive. Their assumed existence and importance 
fonn an imaginative field on to which different sets of concerns may be projected, 
and upon which conpections may be fbrged between different aspects of social, 
political and cultural experience (ibid.). 

Hence, national identity is best understood as an ongoing process of fonnation and 

refonnation of a particular self-awareness in re:lation to a collective (institutionalized and/or 

imagined). In endowing a latge number of individuals with a sense of collective identity, 

communities which claim tol be a 'nation' mus1t defme themselves as specific and different from 

other communities (AndersQn 1991). This is partly achieved through legal, political, social, and 

cultural institutions and symbolic structures of identification, which integrate a group of people as 

members of the nation and ekclude others as outsiders. However, while nations construct identity 

and difference by defming insiders and outsiders, they are also faced with internal divisions along 
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the lines of, for instance, social class, gender, e:thnicity, and religion. In order to subsume such 

cross-cutting differences and the particular allegiances they produce, nations need to provide their 

membership with a sense of~ommon fate, a "sense of the continuing existence of that community 

as a coherent entity over time" (Fulbrook 1999: 17; emphasis in the original). Therefore, while the 

defmition and continuous reI!>roduction of boundaries between a national collective and others is a 

condition for national identit¥, in order to suggest itself as enduring and binding national identity 

also needs to be based on a belief in a presumed collective past or legacy and a common future or 

destiny (1999:232). Thus, ndtions of a shared history, of common traditions, and a shared historical 

consciousness serve to legitiinize claims to nationhood and are employed to construct the nation as 

a "transhistorical essence thalt surpasses social-political division lines and provides national 

cohesion" (Levy 1999:53). 



In any context, the iincOIporations, exclusions, hegemonizations, and marginalizations that 

are effected in discourses of the nation rarely remain entirely unchallenged. Addressing the 

production of identities in $d for political projects and practices, Madan Sarup writes: 

I don't think that identity is nothing but ideology. Identities are not just 
expressions of the ildeologies of their time. Weare not merely prisoners of false 
consciousness. If tblis were the case, we would have to ask: why do so many people 
develop identities that transcend the ideological limits of their time, yielding us 
insight into the realities which ideology hides from view? (1996:141). 

It is such insight in~o realities and undlerstandings of identity hidden or marginalized in the 

dominant discourse of GeJTIilan national identilty that this thesis aims at providing. 

Chapter 1 presents an overview of various aspects of the context in which this study is 

situated. In particular, it addlresses the historical context in or against which notions of German 

national identity are constru~ted and negotiated, issues of inclusion and exclusion with regard to 

how the German nation is d~fmed legally and as an 'imagined community,' and how questions of 

national identity have been ~aken up within Ge:rman feminism. Chapter 2 describes the research 

project on which this thesis is based, its theoretical and political points of departure, the group of 

women whom I interviewed, and how the interviews were conducted. Chapter 3 outlines the 

various regards in relation to! which these women addressed the issue of German identity and 

discusses significant differeij.ces in their experiences and perspectives. Chapter 4 then takes a more 

focused look at the place or tole of the NS (National Socialist) past in their understandings of 

German identity, how they s~w themselves as llink,ed to it, what moral and political implications 

they drew from it, and how these related to notions of Germanness they presumed or produced in 

this regard. Chapter 6 concl~des this thesis with a discussion of the various ways in which these 

women understood and negqtiated questions of German national identity in different contexts, and 

it considers their views and e;xperiences in terms of how they comment on the issue of how to 

conceive of progressive femilnist politics. 

7 



Chapter 1 

N*ionaI identity in the German context 

This chapter provides an overview of the historical, political, and sociocultural context in 

which this study on understandings of national idenity among feminists in Germany is situated. I 

begin by outlining how German national identity is constructed and negotiated in relation to 

National Socialism and the IiIolocaust. Then I address issues of inclusion and exclusion with regard 

to legal and social constructipns ofGermanness. Finally, I discuss how questions of national 

association and identity have been dealt with in the context of the German feminist movement. 

German natiOlital identity after National Socialism and the Holocaust 

History is a German obsession, a German metier. There are people who 
claim that, with Hegel and the great nineteenth-century historiographers, 
Germans actualily invented history, and it is certainly true that the country 
now produces historians the way Italy produces lawyers, or Argentina 
psychoanalysts - in aggressive, even deviant, disproportion. By history, 
Germans mean German history. They call it a Wissenschaft - a science -
though it is arguably more alchemy than science, since it has always had 
to do with turning myths, memories, and language of "Germanness" into 
a kind of collective destiny known as the German nation. It may be 
history's revenge that today, fifty years after the surrender, Germans are 
still arguing about what to do with the destiny that they invented. 

- Jane Kramer, The Politics oj Memory (1996) 

Within the German context, the issue of national identity is most often discussed in relation 

to questions of how to 'come!to terms with the past.' Recourse to national history in establishing a 

positive sense of national identity is distinctly problematic in Germany after 1945. It can be argued 

that most nation-states present their national his.tory in selective ways, preserving certain memories 

and dropping others, usually towards the end of constructing a 'usable' past to serve present needs. J 

Yet, the terror which Nazi-Germany inflicted on Europe during World War II and its organized 

1 Patrick H. Hutton putS it this way: "What is called history is no more than the official memory a 
society chooses to honor" (1993:9). See also Burke (1989) and Renan (1990). 
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pursuit of genocide left the ~uccessor states oftlhe Third Reich with a legacy that is, to say the least, 

difficult to integrate into a narrative of a 'usable' past. Each of the new German states was further 

comprised of a population that had largely collaborated with the regime or at least given their silent 

approval. In the shadow of the Holocaust, the concept of the German nation was profoundly 

discredited by the mass mmjder and genocide that Germans had organized in its name. 

Neither did German history prior to the Third Reich offer itself as an unproblematic basis 

for the formulation of a positive national identity. A concept frequently applied in explaining the 

course of German nationalllistory is the notion of the Sonderweg (special path). This concept dates 

back to the early nineteenth icentury and originally had a positive connotation as it was used to 

express the idea that the Getman nation was unique among the European nations. It was not until 

1871 that a unified German nation-state was formed. Thus, the notion of German nationhood 

developed at a time when it was not possible to identifY the idea of a German nation with a state 

because of the then existing territorial and instiltutionallandscape of various German states. The 

idea of German nationhood was formulated by German intellectuals and literati during the era of 

Romanticism, and this Rom$ltic understanding of nationhood was not political, but ethnocultural. 

The intellectuals who forme<il it "sought to distance themselves from the allegedly shallow 

rationalism and cosmopolitanism of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution through an 

historicist celebration of cu1~ral particularism" (Brubaker 1992: I). In contrast to the French 

understanding of nationhood! as state-centered, the German understanding of nationhood was 

centered on the notion of the! Volk (people - defined in ethnic and cultural terms). The Volk was 

conceived of as "an organic ~ultural, linguistic and racial community - as an irreducibly particular 

Volksgemeinschafl [ethnic cdmmunity]" (ibid.). The notion of the Sonderweg "crystallized along 

with the mythical conceptiori that the German (nation) was superior, vested with a specific 

spirituality that set it apart fr<Dm other nations" {Levy 1999:55). This view of the German Volk as a 

pre-political community sharling a unique essence formed the basis of what became an increasingly 

racialized and ethnocentric national self-understanding that culminated in the Nazis' conception of 



a 'racially pure' and superior Volksgemeinschajt and its genocidal consequences. Due to this 

association, the concept of 1Ihe Sonderweg was discredited after World War II (Fulbrook 1999:2; 

Levy 1999:55). However, it! resurfaced during the 1960s as a model of explanation for the 

development towards Nazis~. The revival oflthe concept is associated with the work of historian 

Fritz Fischer, who opposed !attempts at dehistoricizing the Third Reich and depicting Nazism as a 
, 

temporary aberration of GeIjrnan history. Against such views, Fischer pointed to continuities 

10 

between the pre-fascist Geninan Reich and the Third Reich, particularly the fact that Germany's 

aspirations in World War I llad basically been the same as those pursued by the Nazis (Levy 

1999:55; Maier 1988:106). ~ the wake of the subsequent controversy over Fischer's thesis, further 

studies on long-term Germ~ particularities and continuities were undertaken. The notion of a 

Sonderweg of German national history as leading towards Nazism came to include such factors as 

Germany's delayed achievement of statehood as well as the fact that Germans did not establish a 

democratic government until after World War I - and even then this form of rule was not based on 

strong popular acceptance (Rarkes 1997: 139). Such studies also showed that nationalistic, anti-

democratic, militaristic, and lanti-Semitic attitudes formed long-standing German traditions and 

facilitated the Nazis' rise to power. Because of these continuities, drawing on pre-NS German 

history and traditions as a sop.rce of positive identification has been contentious. 

In addition to having to defme themselves in relation to the legacy of a national tradition 

that had culminated in two world wars and in utmost racial hatred, violence, and genocide, the two 

post-war German states also ihad to defme themselves in relation to each other, as the Cold War 

turned them into political opponents. In this situation, both the German Democratic Republic 

(GDR) and the Federal Republic of Germany (lFRG) established their identities in opposition to 

each other and in recourse tol selected elements of Itheir shared past. Yet, particularly in West 

Germany, competing interpr¢tations and struggles over which elements and memories of the past 

should be drawn upon in def'ming a collective identity have continued to be at the center of debates 

on the issue of national identity. 
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With the cu1.rrrination of the post-war division of Gennany in the fonnation of both the 

GDR and the FRG in 1949, Ithe relationship between the two Gennanies became increasingly 

adversarial. Each state's clahn to legitimacy was bolstered through ideological attacks on the other. 

History played a key politidll role in this "complex game of mutual antagonism and self­

definition," as both Gennanles, "in different ways, claimed to be the 'better' Gennany: the one that 

had more completely, decisiiV-e1y, made a break with the immediate Nazi past" (Fulbrook 1999:2). 

The GDR declared itself to The the inheritor oflthe 'progressive' forces within Gennan history and 

culture, most notably the an~fascist resistance against Hitler, and proclaimed that the FRG was 

continuing the 'reactionary' fraditions, particularly capitalism, militarism, and imperialism. In turn, 

the Federal Republic saw its~lf as continuing the 'democratic' traditions whereas the GDR was 

continuing the 'totalitarian' S,trands of their shared history. The concept of totalitarianism posited 

National Socialism and corm:hunism as equally reprehensible and thereby served to discredit the 

GDR. 

However, to the extent that actual confi·ontations with the Nazi past occurred during the 
I 

post-war years in either of the occupation zones and the subsequent Gennan states, they were not 

initiated by Gennans themseljves, but imposed by the occupying powers through denazification 

programs and trials against N~i perpetrators. Yet, 1the Allies' denazification programs were rather 

unsuccessful in instigating a qoherent confrontation with the past and mostly reinforced the 

tendency towards repression. rrheir results within the different occupation zones were decidedly 

different, though. In the Sovi¢t Zone, 520,000 fonner members of the NSDAP (National Socialist 

Gennan Workers Party) had qeen fired from their jobs by April 1948 and 12,500 persons were 

convicted of war crimes (Her:ff 1997:72). In the three Western Zones, only 1,654 out of3.6 million 

Nazi party members were fouhd to be "really guilty" (Kettenacker 1997: 17), that is Hauptschuldige 
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(chief culprits). 2 While a more thorough attempt at purging the administration and other institutions 

was made in the Soviet Zone, Jeffrey HerfpOlints out that not everything occurring under the name 

of denazification served pdlitical justice; at times "the label 'Nazi criminal' became a blanket 

accusation covering some persons who were actually guilty of such crimes as well as others who 

had simply displeased the East German authorities for a multitude of reasons" (1997:73). 

The vast majority qfthe population ml each of the two German states was not forced to 

seriously confront themselV[es with their share: of guilt and responsibility for the recent past. Both 

the GDR's and FRG's leaders were less concerned with a thorough reckoning with the past than 

with establishing public su~port for the respective state formations. The official claims of having 

broken with the past were not reflective of democratically constituted collective intentions; rather, 

the break with the past had ~een enforced by the Allies. Yet, these claims served each state to 

legitimize itself, just as both states' treatments of their historical legacy stood in the service of 

political ends in the present.· 

The GDR's politics of history was fOClllsed on establishing the state's historical legitimacy 

as well as on fostering a positive identification with the state on behalf of its citizens. In 1955, the 

Central Committee of the S~D (Socialist Unity Party of Germany) decided that the science of 

history was to be used as a "perce ideological weapon ... in the education of the working class and 

all working people in the fight against the pernJicious ideology of the imperialist and militarist 

forces in West Germany" (cited in Frevert 1999:173; translation: A.K.). The historian's task was to 

be the conveying of history ili. a way that would foster the people's "pride" in their "historical 

achievements," their rejectiob. of "the German reaction, German imperialism and militarism," and 

their determination to "defentl the socialist achievements of the workers' and peasants' combined 

2 The Gennan populati~n was processed according to five categories: chief culprits (meaning war 
criminals), incriminated personslless incriminated persons, fellow travelers, and exonerated persons 
(Giordano 1990:86). 
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power in the GDR" (ibid.; translation A.K.). The study and teaching of history had to follow 

detailed guidelines set by th~ SED. Particular l::lmphasis had to be given to events such as, for 

instance, the Peasant Revolts of 1524-5 or the revolutionary activities at the end of World War I, as 

well as to the history of the ivorkers' movement and particularly the KPD (Communist Party of 

Germany). Also drawn upo:rj. were those German philosophers and literary figures whom the 

leaders of the GDR deemed progressive. They were claimed as "virtual founding fathers" of the 

GDR in the construction of!ft genealogy, which conceived of the course of history as a progressing 

movement towards emancip~tion, freedom, and equality, with the GDR as its point of culmination 

(Frevert 1999:174). 

In devising a politics of history that would serve to legitimize the GDR as a state entity, the 

SED was also endeavoring t@ revise the negative image of German history that suggested itself 

after World War II. In both post-war German states a view was gaining ground according to which 

the trajectory of modern Gerinan national history was destined more or less straight towards 

Nazism and the Holocaust. hl the West, attempts at salvaging national traditions from under the 

ruins left by Hitler's regime aimed at depicting National Socialism as an unfortunate 'accident' or a 

temporary aberration within 1jhe nation's history. Instead, the SED claimed that the GDR was 

founded on the tradition ofllie antifascist resistance against Hitler and incorporated that resistance 

into the rendition of the GDRl as the logical cuhnination of all the progressive strands within 
, 

German national history. To be sure, numerous leaders of the GDR had been in the resistance and 

were persecuted and forced i4to exile by the Nazis. They had returned from exile or prison camps 

in order to build a 'better' G~any, an antifascist alternative to the Third Reich. However, they 

were not representative of the people who became the citizenry ofGDR. Nevertheless, while 

antifascism became a GDR s~ate doctrine, the GDR's leaders did not address the majority's moral 

failures and the ways in which it had sustained the Nazi. regime, but rather absolved the GDR's 
, 

citizens from all responsibility for the crimes of the Third Reich. 
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Significantly, the ¢ra of the Third Reich was referred to as fascism rather than National 

Socialism, which relates t«> the fact that official analyses gave little weight to anti-Semitism and the 

systematic persecution and extermination of the European Jews; although this was an essential 

aspect of National Socialism that set it apart from other fascist movements in Europe. Analyses of 

the Third Reich focused om fascism as an outgrowth of capitalism and imperialism, and anti­

Semitism was considered * by-product of socioeconomic factors (Staab 1998:132). While the GDR 

did expel most former higl1-ranking Nazis from public service, it exonerated the masses by 

considering them to have ~een 'victims' of an imperialist and militarist dictatorship. Public rituals 

of remembrance focused on the communist victims offascism. Jewish victims were not 
I 

commemorated independe~tly, as anti-commlllnism, rather than racism, was seen as the central 

aspect of fascism. Accordillgly, the expression 'victims offascism' referred more or less 
I 

exclusively to the men and women in the communist resistance. The emphasis lay on their having 

fought actively against fasc~sm. Compared to the millions who suffered and died 'passively,' the 

resistance fighters providedl a more convenient basis of identification: "Their sacrifice was an 

active one, turned towards the future; they offered it for a good cause, which couad then, in 1945, in 

the form of the Red Army apd its German companions, triumph over the evil" (Frevert 1999: 167; 

translation: AK.). While the category of 'active' victims was rather exclusive, the category of 

'passive' victims was wide enough to include even former Nazis and their supporters. The 'active' 

victims served as role models and demonstration of the attitude that was expected of the 'passive' 

victims (ibid.). Whatever g~ilt remained was to be resolved in contributing to the building up of 

socialism. In doing so, the p~ople in the GDR could depart from the past; they could emulate their 

communist and antifascist rdle models and join the sid.e of those who emerged as the victors of 

history (Frevert 1999: 168). Hence, the GDR djld not only absolve its citizens from guilt for the 

Nazi past, 

the official interpret,tion of anti-Fascism offered the convenient political and 
moral advantages ofi presenting the GDR and its citizens as victims of and winners 
over National Social[sm. They were victims of a Nazi-regime that had ultimately 



emerged as the logi!cal consequence of a capitalist society. They were winners out 
of the GDR's legi$acy as a workers' and peasants' state that overcame the 
exploitation of the l\nasses and the imperialist expansion of capitalism in its quest 
to create the CoIIUll!unist society (Staab 1998:133). 
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The Federal Repub]ic, in contrast, was portrayed as representing "a mere restoration of a 

bourgeois-capitalist society.b> Seeing themselves as having broken with the past while the Federal 

Republic did not, "the SED perceived the National Socialist regime as an exclusively West German 

issue and problem" (ibid.). This included the guilt and responsibility for the Nazi crimes, 

particularly the Holocaust. )~s the leaders of the East German state had relegated the issue of anti­

Semitism and the pursuit of ~enocide to the margin within their analyses of the Third Reich, 

considering it secondary to issues of class struggle, they also refused to take part in the so-called 

Wiedergutmachung ('making good again'), the restitution payments to Holocaust survivors and to 
I 

the state ofIsrael. Nor did th~y recompense emigrated Jews who had owned property on the 

territory of the GDR. This w~s another instance: in which the subsumation of the "race question" 

under the "class question" prbvided a ground 010 which to reject responsibility for Nazi crimes and 

injustices: "Capitalists, regarJlless of their confession, were not welcome; Jewish property, most of 

which had been 'aryanized' 4uring the Nazi period already, passed into the hands of the people 

after 1945" (Frevert 1999:172; translation A.K.). 

This selective engagement with the Nazi past pre\,ented a sincere confrontation with this 

legacy and a serious working Ithrough of the failures of the past towards a thorough moral renewal. 

The doctrine of antifascism was not the reflection ofa consensus among the citizenry of the GDR, 

it was rather a 'verordneter' Antifaschismus ('decreed' antifascism), as has been pointed out by, 

among others, Dan Diner (1995) and Ralph Giordano (1990). While both authors oppose such 

views that refer to the 'decreep' nature of this antifascism in order to discredit the project in its 

entirety,3 they are very critical of the ideological~-political ends that this doctrine served and, 

3 For instance Giordand seems to be concerned that his critique of 'decreed antifascism' in the GDR 
could serve attempts a; deflectin~ from the shortcomings of the Federal Republic in dealing with the Nazi­
past by way of referring to the fl~ws of the GDR's treatment of this legacy. He points out that, these flaws 
notwithstanding, the GDR's record is still favorable to that of the Federal Republic in various regards; for 
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particularly, the reductionlst or distorted view of Nazism, anti-Semitism, and the Holocaust it 

implied. 

Although "this 'iD;l.posed identity' may never have been a living reality among the bulk of 

the East Gennan populati~n" (Verheyen 1999:80), its functional significance must not be 

underestimated. Apart from exonerating the masses, the "master narrative of antifascism" also 

fulfilled an integrative function, as Frank Biess points out in discussing Herf's view of the GDR's 

politics of history as havinig served to withhold democratic powers from East Gennan society. 

Biess argues that by "relieWing East Gennans from confronting individual guilt and responsibility 

and by offering a new antifascist identity, ofl5.cial East Gennan memories also entailed a potential 
I 

for accommodation and evjen consensus 'from below'" (1999: 147p.). Dirk Verheyen further refers 

to the ways in which this 'foundational myth' shaped everyday life in the GDR, its political culture 

as well as the sociocultural and psychological constitution of its citizens (199:81p.). To that extent, 

the post-unification whole~ale discreditation ofGDR-antifascism - as a collective absolution from 

guilt and responsibility and as legitimization for authoritarian rule - risks precluding a deeper 

understanding of East Genitans' experiences and their responses to the transfonnation process after 

1989 and the new Gennan)!". 

As the division of Gennany and the establishment ofboth the GDR and the FRG were the 

immediate result of the Thifd Reich's defeat, the Federal Republic was equally faced with the tasks 

of defining its relation to th~ Nazi regime as was the GDR. 

From the outset, the Bonn Republic was morally handicapped by the collective 
I 

guilt of its people. The FRG andl its mewly democratic citizens carried the burden 
of succeeding froml a political-system that trampled on humanity and morality, and 
that abandoned tol~rance, respect, and intellectual enlightenment for the cause of 
racial supremacy ~d military superiority (Staab 1998:135). 

instance, in contrast to the Fedleral Republic, the GDR expeIIed most higher ranking Nazis from the 
adm~nis:ration an? did ?ot ~II0f' the form~ti?n of neo~Nazi ~~i~s and SS-successor organizations or the 
publicatIOn and dlssemmatlon 10fneo-NazlstIc and antI-SemItIc vIews (I990:216p.) 
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The way in which the founders of the Federal Republic handled this legacy was markedly 

different from the GDR's politics of history. While the founding of the Federal Republic was to be 

a new beginning, a rebirth '\yithout sin," the ne:w state still claimed legitimacy by considering itself 

the "follower of the pre-fascist German Reich" (Rathzel1990:44) and, by implication, the 

I 

successor state of the Third Reich. The establisihment of continuity also entailed the "acceptance of 

full responsibility for Germ~y's past, especially vis-it-vis Israel" (Kettenacker 1997:39). 

On that basis, the FRO claimed to be the only legitimate representative of the German 

people. The Grundgesetz (BaSic Law), which was to serve as the Federal Republic's 'temporary' 

constitution, retained a concept of citizenship that reflected this self-understanding. Based on the 

Reich Citizenship Law of 1913, Article 116 of the Basic Law bestowed automatic rights of 

citizenship to all those of Gex1nan descent, including not just residents of the Federal Republic but 

everyone "who, as a refugee ~r expellee of German VolkszugehOrigkeit [ethnic membership], or as 

a spouse or descendent of suc!h a person, has bel~n admitted to the territory of the German Reich as 

it existed on December 31,1937" (cited in Brubaker 1992:169). The principle ofa single German 

citizenship emphasized a coII1l1litment to reunification, and the Federal Republic considered the 

residents of the GDR as well *s ethnic German refugees and expellees to be "citizens in fact ifnot 

in name" (ibid.). 

'While the Western leaders officially accepted responsibility for the legacy of Nazism, the 

opportunity for a clean break imd a thorough confrontation with the past was not seized. Only a 

small number of Germans "broke the generational code of a self-serving mutual attestation of 

innocence and honourable conduct" (Geyer 1996: 170) and their attempts at exposing crimes and 

establishing liability were met with aggression and denial. The majority of the German population 

resented the denazification pr@cess and joined forces in order to outwit the authorities that enforced 

it. On the whole, this attempt at purging largely failed and, as Giordano points out, it frequently 

achieved the opposite ofwhatiit was supposed to: rather than establishing liability it served as 



rehabilitation (1990: 17p.). Lothar Kettenacker adds, drawing on Lutz Niethammer's study of 

denazification in Bavaria: 

Those who were cle4ll"ed, whatever their true record, now had a perfect alibi and a 
case for re-employmlent. More serious still is Niethammer's contention that 
denazification as a bfn"eaucratic procedure produced a psychological defense 
mechanism against any real attempts at collective soul-searching about the past. 
Persuading others that one was not guillty of any wrongdoing meant that one half­
believed it oneself. Rorgetting, confoIDling, and achieving seemed to be what was 
called for (1997:18). 
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In his review of the ways in which post-war West German society dealt with the legacy of 

National Socialism and parti¢ularly with the Nazi-perpetrators, Giordano shows that, with few 
, 

exceptions, the perpetrators ~ot away without punishment. Rather than seriously confronting the 

loss of "humane orientation"'ithat allowed, and was expressed in, the inhuman laws and actions 

during the Nazi-era., West G~rman society madle what Giordano calls its "great peace with the 

perpetrators" (1990:11; translation A.K.) and integrated them socially, economically, and 

politically. The collective responsibility was continuously diminished until only a small elite of 

Nazi-leaders were considered to be truly responsible and everybody else was allowed to think of 

themselves as innocent or even as victims of Hitler, an insane dictator who had 'seized' the 

country. Democratic post-war political leaders who were willing to support denazification and to 

address and speak out agains~ the crimes of the Nazi-era faced the dilemma of not being able to win 

elections on such positions, as these were profoundly unpopular with a substantial bloc of voters. 

The temptation to tone down ithe condemnation and the support for denazification was considerable 

since "silence won votes" (H¢rf 1997:203). 

Whereas the majority of Germans focused on their own suffering during the postwar years, 

conveniently forgetting what had caused their situation and how much responsibility for it they 

shared, "the Nuremberg judg~ments accentuated the causal connection between the aggression and 

crimes of the Nazis and postWar German misery" (Herf 1997:207). The trials at Nuremberg and 

other Allied trials clearly estajJlished that war crimes and crimes against humanity had been 

committed and engraved the 1N"azis' pursuit of glenocide into public memory in both Germanies. 
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Despite their weaknesseS, the trials and other measures taken by the Allies, including 

denazification, had an i.mipact on public memory and served to discredit Nazism even though they 

could not instigate a bro~d and thorough confrontation with the past and with questions of 

individual and collective responsibili1y. Widl the onset of the Cold War, however, a comprehensive 
I 

pursuit of justice was furtlher impeded, as anticommunism became a more pressing concern than 

denazification and emphl:i,sis now lay on integrating West Germany firmly into the Western 

alliance. Under Konrad .A!denauer, the leade:r of the conservative Christian Democratic Union 

(CDU) who served as ch$cellor from 1949 to 1963, Western integration, as well as economic 

resurgence, clearly took p~ecedence over a c:onfrontation with the past. Adenauer made it clear that 

he considered the newly e~tablished democracy in West Germany to be too volatile to allow for 

aggressive denazification. 

Integration of the Germans into a Western alliance and of Germans who had gone 
astray into a posNrar democracy within Germany was his central preoccupation, 
taking precedencel over memory and justice. He drew this conclusion as a 
geostrategist and as a politician who understood that Nazism had popular support 
among the Germans and had left residues that would not vanish overnight. 
Embedding West Oermany into a Western alliance, for Adenauer no less than for 
the Allies, was a ~efense against the Soviet present as well as a possible return of 
the Nazi past (Herf 1997:220). 

Adenauer's pursuit of integration did not only take precedence over justice but came at the 

expense of the pursuit of justice, as the political integration of those who had 'gone astray' was 

bought at the price of mas~ exoneration of all except a small group of perpetrators. Adenauer 

rallied against denazificati<i>n, opposed a comprehensive purge of the West German establishment, 

and paved the way for the :teinstatement of highly incriminated individuals into public office. 

Under his rule, the prosecution of those accused of having committed war crimes and crimes 

against humanity was furth~r abated. Instead, "Adenauer strongly supported measures that were far 

less threatening to the votds, namely, restitution for Jewish survivors and good relations with the 

state ofIsrael" (1997:209). iWhile, as Michael Wolffsohn states, "[t]he standing of the young 

republic and its Chancellor,; Konrad Adenauer, rose in no small degree because this restitution [to 
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Israel] was pledged voluntaij.ly and without pressure from the United States" (1993: 13), it would be 

wrong to assume that these payments were not driven by self-interests. Adenauer's initiative met 

with significant opposition, Which he propitiated "with moral and what amounted to economic 

arguments. The Jews of the world, especially the American Jews, argued Adenauer, possessed 

enormous economic influende. Their good will could be of great benefit to Gennan exporters" 

(1993:18). The initiative to\\jard Wiedergutmachungwas not only guided by economic interest and 

meant to serve as an appeas~ment for guilt that could not possibly be 'made good for;' it was 

further Janus-faced in that it ~ltimately was part of the 'great peace with the perpetrators.' As Herf 

points out, "there was great 4iscrepancy betwel~n the West German discourse of repentance and 

acceptance of restitution obligations on the one hand and the paucity of justice on the other. [ ... ] 

Certainly restitution was a p~th ofless resistance than justice" (1997:333). 

The FRG's recourse Ito history was equally selective as was the GDR's and followed the 

logic of the political antagonism between the two Gennanies as members of the opposed Cold War 

blocs. A case in point is the differential treatment of various legacies of resistance against Hitler. 

Whereas the GDR emphasized the communist resistance and claimed its members as national 

heroes, the FRG emphasizedlthe conservative rlesistance and virtually ignored or even discredited 

the communist resistance fighters. Yet, even reference to the conservative and militarist resistance 

against Hitler was a contentious issue in West Gennany. For example, a significant proportion of 

the population viewed Colon~l Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg and the other army officers with 

whom he attempted to assassmate Hitler on 20 July 1944 as guilty of high treason. Nevertheless, 20 

July 1944 was gradually elev~ted to almost the rank of a national anniversary and politicians such 

as Theodor Heuss, the first piesident of the FRG, claimed the assassination attempt as a source of 

national pride (see Giordano '11990:78). The establishment of this legacy as a positive point of 

reference for the Federal Rep~blic against widespread resistance to such a view was pursued, Ute 

Frevert argues, because it cotlId serve as legitimization for West Germany's re-armament. At a 

time when anti-militarist atti$des were common among the population, the officers who had 



revoked their allegiance to I1itler were claimed as positive role models, heroes, or even 'martyrs,' 

as Theodor Heuss referred td them (Frevert 1999:202). 
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In both German states, the past was dealt with according to present needs. Both states 

pursued a politics ofhisto:ry that served to construct and secure their respective political identities. 

However, whereas the GDR'I.s politics of history was rigorous and stringent, tightly orchestrated by 

the SED's Central Committee, the FRG did not establish an equally strict and obligato:ry view of 

histo:ry. Although anticomm~sm served as an effective and highly integrative ideology, which 

also "provided many conservative West Germans with a degree of ideological continuity and 

remarkable political self-righ~eousness across the divide from an anti-communist dictatorship to an 

anti-communist democracy" (Fulbrook 1999:61), the antitotalitarian consensus was loose enough 

to allow for dissent and did npt prevent alternative interpretations ofhisto:ry from emerging. 

Overall, the FRG's official tr~atment of the past was more tentative, plural, and contradicto:ry than 

that of the GDR. However, it'was not until the late 1960s that the Nazi-past and its legacy became 

an issue of intense and controversial public debates. In the 1950s and 1960s, the government put 

little emphasis on remembrance corresponding 1to a predominant lack of interest in such issues on 

the part of the West Germans ipopulation; at least as long as such remembrance raised 

uncomfortable questions about their responsibility for the events of the past. Only to the extent that 

they considered themselves td be victims did people remember willingly and passionately (Frevert 

1999:204pp.). The casting of Germans as victims included reference to the hardship and the losses 

that resulted from the war as well as to the fate of German refugees from the eastern parts of the 

former Reich. These had been expelled after the Allies decided in their 1945 Potsdam Agreement 

that these territories, which h~d previously been part of the Reich or incorporated by the Nazis, 

were now to be given or returbed to the states of Poland, the Soviet Union, and Czechoslovakia. 

The Potsdam Agreement "laid down that such expullsions had to be conducted in a humane 

manner;" however, Stuart Parlces notes, "it is estimated that in the process about 2 million people 
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died, many from starvation land illness but many also as a result of acts of brutality" (Parkes 

1997: 155). Yet, reference to these GelTIlan victims of violence frequently served to relativize 

GelTIlan guilt, as it often cruine along with a convenient ignorance of the sequence of events that led 

to the expulsions. To the extent that this focus on GelTIlan victims is combined with deliberate 

ignoring or denial of the many more millions of people who became victims of racial and political 

persecution and war crimes Icommitted by GelTIlans, it casts GelTIlans as the actual victims of 

World War II and goes hand in hand with right-wing revisionism. 

By the end of the 1 ~60s, however, West GelTIlans were pushed out of their willed 

forgetfulness when the genet-ation born after World War II forced a confrontation with the past on 

the public agenda. Members I of this generation, who were free of personal guilt for participation in, 

or approval of, the Nazi-regi~e, confronted and challenged their parents' generation about their 

actions and attitudes during ~e Third Reich. They also took on the West GelTIlan establishment 

and its institutions, declaring! them to stand in c:ontinuity with the culture and society that had 

allowed for fascism to take r9ot. The student movement of the 1960s/70s and the emerging 'New 

Left' defmed themselves in qpposition to fascism and demanded the total transfolTIlation of 

GelTIlan society and its institUtions. Yet, as was the case with the analysis offascism in the GDR, 

the New Left's interpretationi of Nazism in terms offascism, hence capitalism, led to a limited 

understanding of the specificlty of National Socialism., particularly anti-Semitism and the 

Holocaust (Postone 1993). Their radical rejection of the past further hindered an understanding of 

how they were caught up - in structural as well as sociocultural and psychological tenns - in the 

very past they rejected and p~evented a thorough working through of this legacy (Mitscherlich 

1987). Nevertheless, in the a:ftelTIlath of 1968, the memory of National Socialism became "an 

'issue' that nobody could avo~d. While the general awareness of the issue was still driven by those 

who had pioneered its politic~, memory was now political capital for everyone to use - impossible 

for anyone with some public stature to ignore" (Geyer 1996: 172). 
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During the 1970s and 1980s, the Nazi. past became an ever more central public concern in 

West Germany. Films and tblevision series about the Third Reich and the Holocaust - for example, 

the American television fIlm 'Holocaust' that was broadcasted in 1979 - triggered intense and 

widespread public debates. Questions were raised about the uniqueness of Nazi crimes and about 

whether this legacy irreparably burdenedl any I~oncept of the German nation, that is whether 

Germans could ever 'overcome' this legacy or whether German national identity was forever 

tainted by it. This interest, Niary Fulbrook argues, took on an obsessive character and did little in 

the way of leading towards Ii coming to terms with the past: 

there was what mig:llit be called an intrinsically self-contradictory cultural feedling 
frenzy, an orgy of pbblic engagement with an 'unresolved past' that seemed -like 
pulling the dressing Ipff and scratching a wound to see how well it was healing, or 
tearing up a plant b~ its roots to see how well it was growing - only to exacerbate 
an obsession (Fulbrqok 1999: 172) 

While the obsessive Icharacter of these confrontations with the past might have been an 

impediment to fmding constI\uctive ways of dealing with this legacy, it indicates that this legacy 

continued to be central within Germans' collective consciousness and revealed the magnitude of its 

imprint on their moral and historical self-understanding and sense of identity. The intensity of these 

public discussions further "illuminated retrospectively the nature and extent of post-war denial and 

revealed how much had beenlrepressed psychically, even after 1968-69" (Postone 1993:295). 

In describing the "memorializing culture" that began to develop in West Germany during 

the 1980s, Michael Geyer points to the crucial role played by visual medlia, which supplied a now 

receptive audience with an in~ustrially produced popular form of remembrance of the Nazi past 

(1996:184p.). This emerging memorializing culture was not based on individual labors of 

remembering and interior processes of self-examination but was the effect of mass-mediated 

productions of memory, which individuals could consume without necessarily having to consider 

themselves as implicated in tHe "secular morali~y play" (1996:186) presented to them. Accordingly, 

this mass-production of mem<ilry failed to deliver thle emancipatory effect that those who had 

"pioneered a politics of memqry had hoped to achieve" (ibid.). These 'pioneers,' mostly 
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"[p]rogressive Gennans of the educated class," promoted a working through of the past that would 

"lead to a more conscientious and more enlightened present and serve to guide future-oriented 

action" (1996: 176). Geyer nbtes that their visions of how to morally and politically improve the 
, 

Gennan nation had a decide~lly Christian tone Ito them., as aclrnowledging guilt and coming to tenns 

with the past were expected to bring a redemption of sorts. Nevertheless, mass-mediated memory 

production still had the effect of reducing the earlier sense of distance from the past and 

disseminated infonnation onithe Nazi-regimes' terror and genocidal politics. In particular, it 

increased "public recognition of the Holocaust as a Gennan crime and of Nazi rule in Eastern 

Europe as a savage and brutaJ regime" (1996:187). 

This recognition had Iprofound effects on perceptions of Gennan national identity. It fed a 

desire to unburden oneself o~the memories of the Nazi-past; however, these memories still were 

"too important an individual1lnark and too important a collective experience to be discarded" 

(1996: 187p.) As a result, 

individuals and the n~tional electronic pu1blic had to negotiate conflicting 
emotions, to struggle Ibetween pride and a desire for absolution; a hesitancy to 
aclrnowledge involve~ent and a willingness to make good; an insistence on their 
own identity and a de~ire to aclrnowledge that of others whose presence revived 
the memory of mass murder. These tensions were not resolved. They were, instead, 
articulated in a culture of shame - which is, I think, the most appropriate rendition 
of the popular versiori of Gennan Betroffenheitskultu/ (1996: 188). 

Geyer describes this 'culture of shame' as sentimental, moralizing, built on a Christian 

understanding of repentance to make up for past sins, and focused on reconciliation. He further 

points out that it was marked Thy a sense of being watched over by the international community as 

well as by Jews in Gennany, ~ho were becoming more involved and regained a voice in Gennan 

politics. 

The ever-present 'eyel of the other, the prominence of rituals of 
Wiedergutmachung, ~e insistence on visible social effects of coming to tenns with 

4 The literal translation df Betroffenheit is 'consternation.' However, in this context, Betroffenheit 
refers to a broader range or combJnation of emotional responses, including embarrassment, awkwardness, 
shame, and guilt. 



the past, the anxietY about behaving incorrectly - all served to transfonn the 
Gennan memorializing culture into a distinct culture of shame (ibid.). 
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However, the 'cultUre of shame' was not all-encompassing. Supported by members of the 

l~ft-liberal political spectrur!n, it was bemoaned by more conservative and right-wing segments of 

West Gennan society, who !Chided it as 'national masochism,' castigated the intellectuals who 

promoted Betroffenheit as '1Iraitors to the fatherland,' and lamented a lack of positive national 

consciousness. Moishe Postpne notes that the ("reemergence of history" was met by a conservative 

reaction which sought to "rflverse many political-cultural developments that had occurred in the 

Federal Republic after 1968+69, and to do so by establishing a greater degree of continuity with 

elements of the German pas~ that had since been discredited" (1993:295). 
, 

This "counterpolitic~ of memory" (Geyer 1996:189) found its most prominent 

representative in Helmut Kohl, who became chancellor of Germany in 1982. Under his 

conservative government, the Sonderweg perspective became increasingly challenged and notions 

of "the 'nation' and the Volklregained legitimacy in public discourse" (Levy 1999:56). Kohl's 

politics of history focused 011 presenting Germans with a positive self-image. To that end, he 

sought to de-emphasize the legacy of Nazism and the Holocaust within German historical 

consciousness and to relativize German guilt by emphasizing German victimhood. During a visit to 

Israel in 1984, he referred to crimes committed 'in the German name' instead of to crimes 

committed by Germans and evoked a 'Gnade der spaten Geburt ' (mercy oflate birth) as absolving 

him and all Germans born tod> late to have been Nazi-perpetrators from moral obligation and the 

efforts of memory (Geyer 1996: 189; Kattago 1998:96). He put the case for a 'neue 

Unbefangenheit' (new uninvolvement) and a Schlupstrich (fmalline) to be drawn under the 

inglorious past; as terrible as it was, he argued, it was time to tum away from it and towards the 

future (Frevert 1999:259). 

This shift towards ex@neration andl closure found symbolic expression in the Bitburg affair 

of 1985, the year of the fortie~ anniversary of both the end of World War II and the liberation of 

the concentration and extermination camps. Upon Kohl's request, American President Ronald 
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Reagan agreed to visit tHe military cemetery at Bitburg and laid a wreath in honor of the German 

soldiers buried at the site. The announcement of this plan set off a heated controversy over the 

morality of this gesture, particularly after it became public that the cemetery also contained graves 

of Waf fen SS members.1\s a result of the protest in the United States, Reagan and Kohl agreed to 

include a visit to the site '.ofthe concentration camp Bergen-Belsen into their program. Yet, this 

belated correction create~ the impression that ''the meaningless rituals of public rhetoric of penance 

and shame were to be ac~ed out here, while the reconciliation was to be effected in Bitburg" 

(Fulbrook 1999:95p.). TIle overall effect of Bitburg was a blurring of the distinction between 

perpetrators and victims <i>fthe Nazi-era. Through Reagan's willingness to honor former 

perpetrators and to declarle Germans, even members of the SS, to have been victims of Nazi-

tyranny, the Kohl goverm\nent was able to put "an American imprint on West German conservative 

sentiment" (Herf 1997:3511), to "wipe away the last moral residues of probation under which the 

Federal Republic stilllab<i>red" (Maier 1988: 1 0), and to "underscore the normalcy of the (national) 

present as opposed to the aberrations of the past" (Geyer 1996:189). Yet, most profound was the 

break from the former politics of memory, which was demonstrated at Bitburg in that this effort of 

remembrance focussed on,German suffering rather than that of Nazi-Germany' s victims. As Anson 

Rabinbach notes, Bitburg represented the disentanglement of German national identity from the 

singularity of the Holocau~t by the Kohl government as it "publicly re1ativize[d] the Holocaust in 

relation to all other sufferihg inflicted by 'the war'" (1988: 180). 

Kohl's project of presenting Germans with a positive view of their national identity was 

not premised on obliteratU1g the memory of National. Socialism and the Holocaust; if that had been 

his goal, he would surely ~ave failed against the resistance of internal and external 'watchdogs' 

over the Germans' treatmejpt of their history. His was an attempt at downplaying the 'dark years' 

between 1933-45 "in favor! of a positive meaningful identity emphasizing the continuity of German 

history and the democratic'lachievements of the Federal Republic rather than the burden of a 

catastrophic past" (Kattago', 1998:96p.). 
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The place ofNatio~al Socialism and 1he Holocaust in Gennan history and its meaning for 

Gennan identity in the present were also the main issues at stake within the Historikerstreit 

(Historian' s Debate) that erupted one year after Bitburg. This debate is well documented and a 

detailed discussion of the dJ,fferent lines of argumentation is beyond the scope of this chapter (see, 

for example, Baldwin 1990; LaCapra 1995; Maier 1988, New Gennan Critique 1988). In fact, 

some have argued that histqrical facts, evidence, and methodology were of peripheral importance 

in the Historikerstreit and t1lat its true concern was "the question of what narrative construct of the 

Holocaust could enable the Gennan nation to appwpriate its troublesome past, without being 

overcome with shame and g~i1t" (Brunner 1997:266). The debate broke out when the philosopher 

Jiirgen Habennas denounce<il revisionist positilOns among Gennan historians in an article in the 

newsweekly Die Zeit. His i~tial attack focused IOn Ernst Nolte, who had recently published an 

article in another major newspaper, Frankforter Allgemeine Zeitung, in which he suggested that the 

Soviet Gulag system was th¢ 'original' of which Auschwitz was a copy. Not only did Nolte 

compare the Holocaust to other crimes in order to present it as derivative, he even went so far as to 

suggest that the Gulag may ~ave caused the Nazis to commit the crime that' Auschwitz' stands for: 

Did not the Nationa~ Socialists, did nolt Hitler perhaps commit an "Asiatic" deed 
only because they r~garded themselves and those like them as potential or real 
victims of an "Asia~c" deed? Was not the Gulag Archipelago more original than 
Auschwitz? Was not the "class murder" of the Bolshevists the logical and factual 
prius of the "racial timrder" of the National Socialists?" (quoted in Rabinbach 
1988:184). 

In Nolte's view, the Nazis' crimes may have been a preemptive move against an expected 

Bolshevik menace. Nolte do¢s not consider Auschwitz to be truly a Gennan crime; by calling it an 

'Asiatic' deed he projects the guilt away from the Gennans and onto a threatening other - and does 

so "in an act of racial slandeIt that is particularly offensive in view of its context" (LaCapra 

1995:50). 

Habennas did not ODily take issue with attempts at relativizing the crimes against the Jews, 

as undertaken by Nolte and dthers; he also confronted historians such as Andreas Hillgruber and 
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Michael StUrmer (an advisor ~o Chancellor Kohl) who worked towards altering the contextual 

meaning of the Holocaust and other Nazi crimes in order to create a positive German national 

identity. Hillgruber, for exam,ple, was concerned about the "unconscious retreat of the majority of 

Germans in the post war yeans from their nation" (quoted in Rabinbach 1988:189) and advocated a 
I 

view of post-war Germany's !fate that dissociated it from the crimes of National Socialism and 

constructed it as a victim of wartime power poliltics. Michael StUrmer warned of "a worried, deeply 

insecure nation running away from its own past" (quoted in Brunner 1997:267) and proposed the 

pursuit of a politically motivcited historiography, which would further a positive image of German 

national identity through affimnative historical narratives (ibid.). 

Habermas's interven~ion was focused on countering such attempts at 'normalizing' the 

German past, which he descri~es as renouncing a consensus about the Nazi past that "had been the 

basis up to now of the officia1 self-image of the Fedleral Republic" (1988:45). He insists on a 

continuing historical liability and puts forward the notion ofa solidarity of memory: 

Firstly, there is the obi ligation we in Gelmany have - even ifno one else is 
prepared to take it upbn themselves any longer - to keep alive the memory of the 
suffering of those murdered at the hands of Germans, and we must keep memory 
alive quite openly and not just in our minds. These dead have above all a claim to 
the weak anamnestic power of solidarity which those born later can now only 
practice through the rhedium of the memory which is always being renewed, which 
may often be desperate, but which is at :any rate active and circulating. If we 
disregard this Benja~inian legacy, Jewish fellow citizens and certainly the sons, 
the daughters and the Igrandchildren of the murdered victims would no longer be 
able to breathe in our Icountry (1988:44). 

He further points to tJie fact that German nationalism and illiberalism had been major 

factors in the development to~ards 1933 and argues that the search for a positive identity must be 

based on a critical appropriation of the "better traditions of our history" (1988:45) and a sincere 

confrontation with the destruc~ive ones: "The Nazi period will be much less of an obstacle to us, 

the more calmly we are able td> consider it as the fiIt,er through which the substance of om culture 

must be passed, insofar as thisl substance is adopted voluntarily and consciously" (ibid.). In 

opposing initiatives towards a,renewal of national idlentity, Habermas suggests that a 
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'postconvential' identity *d a liberal-democratic notion of a Verfassungspatriotismus 

(constitutional patriotism) I would be far more suitable answers to questions of identity and the 

nature of the German polit' after the Holocaust. It was only after Auschwitz and through the bond 

with the Western Allies, he argues, that West Germans built a pluralistic and open society based on 

the principles of parliamentary democracy. Rather than a reinforcement of an identity based on pre-

political values, such as the "Volk as a historic community offate" or "the nation as a linguistic and 

cultural community," he ptoposes an "identification with the civic state-nation founded in 1949" 

(1991:88). 

The Historikerstre~t was far more than just another dispute between a handful of 

academics; it was fought out on the pages of major newspapers and numerous intellectuals and 

journalists joined the contrpversy on one side: or the other. It is difficult to peg the outcomes and 

effects of the debate. Did itt open the door for a conservative nationalism and a revisionist view of 

the Nazi past? Or was the I1evisionists' move towards reconstructing a positive Genman national 

identity by 'freeing' historiFal consciousness from the supposed 'obsessive' fixation on the years 

between 1933-45 successfVlly discredited by their opponents? Initial estimates tended to see the 

anti-revisionists as having <tome out on top of the dispute. For example, John Topley notes that 
I 

Habermas's effort at defenqiing remembrance of the Nazi past as a "crucial, if infamous inheritance 

in West Germans' self-und¢rstanding" (1988:23) was backed up by numerous historians. Provoked 

into action by Habermas, tHey "rejected the nationalist and 'normalizing' tendencies of recent 

conservative interpretationsl of National Socialism, and the corresponding 'instrumentalization' of 

history for political purposes" (1988:24). For Topley, the debate indicated that the consensus about 

the past within West Germ~y's political culture could not easily be cancelled. Support for this 

consensus also came from Richard von Weizsacker, who was the Federal Republic's president at 

the time. In October 1988, lie opened a historian's congress with a speech in which he criticized 

those who attempted to relatlivize the Holocaust: "Auschwitz remains unique. It was perpetrated by 

Germans in the name ofGemnany. This truth is immutable and will not be forgotten" (quoted in 
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Herf 1997:359). Already ini1985, days after Bitburg, Weizsacker had rebuffed the signal set by 

Kohl. On May 8, the day cdmmemorating the fortieth anniversary of the end of World War II, 

Weizsacker held a speech in the Bundestag (West Germany's federal parliament) that was noticed 

worldwide for its content. Weizsacker explicitly addressed all the different groups of victims, those 

of racial and political perse4ution as well as the victims of war crimes, thereby "crossing the Cold 

War fault lines which had distorted memory at Bitburg" (Herf 1997:356). He further addressed the 

persecution and extermination of the Jews and the extent to which Germans must be supposed to 

have known about it. And h~ rejected claims of ignorance and insisted on the acknowledgment of 

collective responsibility (19:97:357). Weizsacker's speech was widely understood to have been a 

counter signal to Kohl' s ev~cation of a neue Unbefangenheit and as establishing responsibility for 

the past and particularly the 1H010caust as an indisputable basis of West German identity. 

However, the climat,e for memory furtiher changed when the Berlin Wall came down in 

November of 1989 and Germany was reunited in 1990. The question of the German nation and 

German identity again becanne a focal point of public discussion. Conservatives and the 'New 
, 

Right' saw unification as malrking the endpoint of the post-war situation and claimed that Germany 

had now become 'normal' a$ain. Furthermore, they called for a strong national consciousness as 

requisite to overcoming the i~mer divisions and fissures of the newly unified Germany. To that end, 

they wanted to see Germans presented with an affirmative image of their national history, which 

could serve as a source of self-confidence, pride, and a sense of common purpose (see Klotz and 

Schneider 1997). It seems tha.t the political events following the demise of the GDR undid 

whatever the Historikerstrei tl might have achieved in slowing down the 'roll back' of the post-1968 

politics of memory. As Michftel Geyer notes, 
, 

[t]hose who thought that the Historikerstreit was over were clearly mistaken. It 
was just the beginniqg of a whole series of attacks on what was deemed cultural 
hegemony or criticallorthodoxy. The Historikerstreit has mutated into a 
multiplicity of debatJs about the "normalization" of Germany as a sovereign 
nation-state. It is acc~mpanied by an across-the-board challenge to seventies and 
eighties culture of sentiment [Betroffenheitskultur] (1995:102). 



Dan Diner further points to a paradigm shift in West Germany's political culture, which 

emerged with the Historikerstreit. In its wake, history replaced the social sciences as the leading 

discipline in the explanation ~d interpretation of society and culture. From a post-unification 

perspective, he detects a par4llel between this paradigm shift and the transformation of the polity 

that was about to take place: 

What really happenep was the transfonnation of the Bundesrepublik into 
Deutschland - the di~placement of the constitutive interpretive model of the body 
politic from society to nation. It is only this later event that locates the 
Historikerstreit in its rightful historical context and reveals the controversy's 
underlying concern -+ in anticipation of the political process of reunification - with 
the problem of Ge~an identity. The Historikerstreit, then, involved a debate over 
the past's significan~e in relation to a shift in Germany's sociopolitical status from 
a Western, i. e. institUtional, body politic to veritable continental nation (1997:306; 
emphasis in the origibal). 
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As a result, the past iis no longer negotiated in relation to the Federal Republic as a political 

formation situated in the con~ext of the Cold War, but in relation to Germany as a nation-state, and 

an ethnically defined nation-~tate at that. The historicization of the present, which had previously 

been employed towards critical reflections on the society and the institutions of the FRG, now 

came to serve the creation ofa national consciousness. 

However, concerns iliat, after unification, National Socialism and the Holocaust might 

finally be crossed out of the national memory turned out to be unfounded; yet, the impetus behind 

efforts of remembrance varie~ and continued to change. Ifanything, public interest in the question 

of' Vergangenheitsbewtiltiguklg' ('mastering' or 'coming to terms with the past') increased after 

unification. This interest is catered to by the media and publishing houses, and there have been 
I 

further historical debates that Icaptured the public's attention to a similar degree as had the 

Historikerstreit. Recent years!have also seen a veritable "memorial boom" (Geyer 1996:192). Of 

the various memorial projectsl that have been realized or suggested since unification, the national 

memorial of the Holocaust, td be built in the center of Berlin, has attracted the most attention. And 

it is the subject of an ongoing Icontroversy over such issues as the (im)possibility of representing 

the Holocaust artistically, the question of how a people can adequately commemorate another 
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people that it had sought to; eX1inguish, and the underlying politics and functions of the memorial. 

Critiques of the project ha\1e been voiced from a wide political spectrum. The Right denounces the 

memorial as a 'national disgrace.' The conservative mayor of Berlin, Eberhard Diepgen, declared 

that he will resist against this effort of making Berlin into a "Hauptstadt der Reue" ("capital of 

remorse"), and the writer Martin Walser protested against the memorial, decrying it as a 

"Dauerprasentation unser~r Schande " ("permanent presentation of our shame"). More left-leaning 

critics have argued that thelmemorial amounts to an appropriation of the victims' memory and 

point out that its actual fundtion is not to honor the memory of the victims, but to serve the new 

Germany in reinventing its¢lf, in showing the wOJrld that the Germans have done their homework, 

and in claiming the Holoca~st as the source of a new sense of mission. Others critique the 

memorial for alleviating Gehnans from the individual and ongoing labor of memory and dealing 

with the past. And yet others claim that the national memorial should commemorate all victims of 

Nazi persecution, not just Jewish victims (see Cullen 1999; Kramer 1996). In any case, the national 

Holocaust memorial and otHer state-sponsored projects of remembrance indicate an ongoing 

development towards a natictmalization of remembrance as they seek to define the place of the 

Holocaust within German national identity. 

Just as the left-liberal politics of memory has never been as hegemonic as its opponents 

have claimed, the conservati!ve politics of memory has not gone unchallenged either. The 1990s' 

culture of memory rather indluded diverse and conflicting narratives of the past and its meaning for 

the present. For example, Chancellor Kohl continued his project of downplaying the significance of 

the Holocaust in German his~ory and of emphasizing German victimhood over Gennan guilt. With 

the 1995 restoration of the Mue Wache (originally built to commemorate Prussia's victory over 

Napoleon in 1814) as the cer)tral German memorial to "all victims of war and tyranny," he initiated 

a memorial that commemorates the victims of the Third Reich and those of the dictatorship in the 

GDR collectively. This conflation implies a unified German past and "attempts to bridge the gap 

between East and West throUlgh the trope of shared victimhood" (Kattago 1998:91). On top of 
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suggesting such national co~esion, it erases the distinction between the two regimes, the distinction 

between their different victiins, as well as the distinction between victims and perpetrators. German 

guilt becomes submerged in! German victimhood, as ultimately everyone appears as a victim of 

tragic historical circumstancles (1998:97). In contrast, a year later the debate over Daniel Jonah 

Goldhagen's book Hitler's Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust hit the 

feuilletons of practically all major German newspapers, bringing to public attention a very different 

perspective on the Holocaus~ and German guilt Rather than calling the perpetrators ''Nazis'' or "SS 

men," Goldhagen called them "the Germans," arguing that "these men and women were Germans 

first, and SS men, policemen, or camp guards second" (1996:7). Goldhagen claims iliat previous 
, 

analyses of the Holocaust, by focusing on structural and functional aspects, have failed to address 

the fundamental issue ofthelPerpetrators' motivation. He describes this motivation as the result of 

a distinctly German 'eliminaitionist antisemitism,' which all Germans had internalized and which 

caused them to participate wWingly in eA1raordinary acts of violence against Jews (1996:9,80pp., 

401pp.). 

The book was critiq~ed by many historians of various nationalities who pointed out serious 

flaws in Goldhagen's work, for example, that he quoted his sources out of context or iliat his 

argument was monocausal ahd deterministic, ahistorical and oversimplifying. 5 In Germany, 

however, the debate about Gpldhagen's book took on a distinct character. Before it was translated 

into German, numerous welli-known historians shredded the book in articles published in major 

newspapers and dismissed it Iwith a fervor that has led to the suspicion that they were reacting "in 

the first instance not as speci,~lists but as 'Germans'" (Patzold 1998:163). Yet, in spite ofthis angry 

and defensive dismissal of Gpldhagen's thesis lby professional historians, the book struck a chord 

with the general public and, €ventually, "Goldhagen and the book were celebrated for effecting an 

important change in how GeFmans regard their national past" (Shandley 1998b:2). When 

5 See, for example, Decik (1997); Finlkelsteiln and Biro (1998); Hilberg (1997); Shanclley (1998a). 
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Goldhagen toured GermaIilY after his book was translated into German, he received standing 

ovations at some events, aind his visit has subsequently been called a "triumphal procession" 

(Ullrich 1998:197). 

It might seem stri~ing that Goldhagen's book, which makes such a damning argument 

about Germans and their History, would widely be greeted favorably by those it condemns. 

However, the positive resRonse was certainly not unrelated to the fact that Goldhagen insisted that 

his indictment did not extend to present-day Germany. Upon accepting the Democracy Prize 

awarded to him by the Journal for German and International Politics, he gave a speech in which 

he praised the development of the democratic Federal Republic as "the great cultural and political 

success story of the postwar period" (1998:279). And he concluded his speech with another praise: 

That I am being a~knowledged in Ge:rmany for writing a book with the unsettling 
and painful contenf that mine has is the strongest testimony to everything that I 
have said this evening, to the character and the democratic promise of 
contemporary Germany, and to the fact that it is really all the people in Germany, 

I 

responsible for ma1king the Federal Republic the democratic country that it has 
become, who deserve this prize (1998:285). 

Goldhagen's rema~ks provide support for Habermas's insistence that the democratic 

Federal Republic is, and must remain, defined by a decisive split from earlier German traditions. 

Habermas greeted Goldhag~n's book as countervailing apologetic and revisionist neo-conservative 

approaches and thanked hirn "for strengthening our ability to take another view of the past" 

(1998:272). In a similar vein, historian Wolfgang Wippermann considered the Goldhagen 

controversy as an indication that the "equalizers, relativizers, and deniers" have not yet won and 

the "struggle for cultural he(gemony in the present by mastery over the past continues" (1998:243). 

However, it also needs to M pointed out that no few of Goldhagen's "willing listeners" felt 

liberated by what he was saying and that, in its later stages, the debate took on an overtone of 

redemption (Joffe 1998; Ul~rich 1998). Goldhagen does not remark on continuing anti-Semitic 

tendencies in contemporaryiGermany, which he seems to consider negligible, and basically 

exonerates the post-war generations. His book contributed to the stimulation of a growing interest 



in the past among the you~ger generations, but it remains to be seen what kind of politics of 

memory will come along With the new 'liberated' view of the past. 
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Meanwhile, the 1998 federal electio11ls brought a Socialdemocratic-Green coalition to 

power, ending Kohl's 16-year chancellorship. It still might be somewhat premature to assess the 

impact of this change in fd:l.eral politics on the ways in which German history will be officially 

interpreted. However, a number of developffil~nts and events of the last two years provide 

indication that the new go~mment is continuing the tendency towards 'normalization,' although in 

a different direction than th',e previous government had pursued. 

With the new govetnment also came a generational change. Many of its members are of the 

generation that initiated the: moral and political reckoning with the past in West Germany in the late 

1960s and opposed conservative nationalism in the 1980s. However, now in power, tlhey no longer 

profess to the reservation Oli critical attitude towards the nation they had once put forward. Having 

made peace with the nation; they also seem to have made peace with its history. In his first address 

to the Bundestag, Chancelldr Gerhard Schroder spoke of pride for Germany and its aclhievements 

and evoked a new "self-confidence of a nation that has come of age, that feels neither superior nor 

inferior to anyone" (quoted in Grimond 1999: 17). In numerous speeches and interviews he further 

explained how this 'self-confidence' relates to German history: He emphasized that his generation 

approaches the history of National Socialism with the Unbefangenheit of those born after the war; 

they do not ignore it, but th~ are not burdened by it either. The "grown up nation" faces its "past 

and its responsibility," howelver, "while willing to face it, they are focused on the future" (quoted in 

Perger 1998; translation: A.K.). In the light of sUlch statements, commentators wondered whether 

the new government, the fortner '68ers of all people, would be the ones to draw the SchluJ3strich, 

the 'final line' under the red~oning with the Nazi past, and thus to effectuate what Kohl failed to 

accomplish (Perger 1998). 

Another signal for such a tum in the politics of memory was set by the government's 

representatives' silence in relation to the contmversy that erupted over Martin Walser's speech 
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upon receiving Germany's top literary prize in October of 1998. Walser called for an end to the 

confrontation with the past, which he sees as an instrumentalization and exploitation of German 

shame for present political and commercial purposes. Auschwitz, he claimed, must not be used as a 

"routine threat" and a ''tool of intimidation." He accused those who insist on a continuing 

confrontation with the past of being ''Meinungssoldaten'' ("opinion-soldiers"), offorcing German 

youth to join in their "national masochism," and of using Auschwitz as a ''Moralkeule'' ("moral 

club"). Having discredited al~ those whom he sees as forcing upon him and others negative 

memories for the purpose ofiinflicting pain and blocking Germany's return to normality, he 

claimed the right to "look away," to not be bothered anymore (see Assheuer 1998; Grimond 1999; 

Zuckermann 1999a). While tlle audience present responded enthusiastically to Walser's speech, a 

subsequent critique brought fbrward by Ignatz Bubis, then leader of Germany's Jewish community, 

sparked a heated debate, duritjlg which the new generation in power stood out by remaining silent. 

Chancellor Schroder only commented: "I think, a writer must be allowed to say this, the Chancellor 

must not" (quoted in Perger 1'~98; translation: AK.). This statement could be, and was, read as a 

silent approval of Walser's initiative. As Moshe Zuckermann notes, the ultimate effect of Walser's 

speech and the ensuing debate - in which numerous politicians and intellectuals took part, many of 

whom defended Walser rathet than criticized him - was a signal to the victims of Nazism that they 

have no say anymore, that the; 'self-confident' nation no longer needs their approval (1999a; 

1999b). 

However, the new political class's Unbe./angenheit in relation to the Nazi past has not put 

an end to political uses of this ,history. This became obvious when the government began to set the 

course for the participation oflthe German army in NATO's war against Yugoslavia, which began 

on 24 March 1999. In legitimilzing the war effort as such as well as Germany's active participation 

in the combat mission, members ofthe governm,ent, particularly Foreign Minister Joseph Fischer 

and Defense Minister Rudolf $charping, made extensive use of references to the Nazi past. While 

in 1994 Fischer had opposed a! German participation in a military intervention in the war in Bosnia, 
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arguing that German sold~ers could never be deployed in a region where the Wehrmacht (German 

army during the Third Reiph) committed crimes and atrocities in World War II, this reservation had 

turned into its opposite by 1999. Justifying the intervention in Kosovo, Fischer now argued that 

Germans had a special resJPonsibility to fight against human rights violations, even on such 

historically charged territory as the Balkans. Gennany ought to send troops not in spite of 

Auschwitz, but because of Auschwitz. Scharpimg called the Yugoslav President "Balkan-Hitler" 

and claimed that the Serbsl were installing concentration camps in Kosovo. Presenting the public 

with numbers of Albanian i,victims that later turned out to be vastly exaggerated, Scharping spoke 

of "ethnic cleansing" and of recognizing "the grimace of our own history" (quoted in Moller 

2000:167). A number ofHplocaust survivors protested against this use of Auschwitz as 

legitimization for the war and denounced as an infamy the instrumentalization of the Holocaust 

towards the end of reinstalling Germany as a full, unrestricted military power in spite of its legacy 

(Bejarano et al. 1999). Ho~ever, most German media supported the government in portraying 

Slobodan Milosevic as the :'Serbian Hitler' and in positing the war effort as a kind of belated 

resistance against Adolf HitIer, a way of 'making good' as well as 'overcoming' the past (Biindnis 

gegen IG Farben 1999; Jacob 2000; Rohloff2000). 

Yet, while the new 'government claims Auschwitz as the source of a new sense of mission, 

this sense of mission and re~ponsibility does not seem to include a speedy and fair fulfillment of 

still outstanding claims for recompense, for example, those of former forced laborers. Upon 

Schroder's initiative, the gdvernment and twelve of the companies against which these claims are 

directed established a joint fund and a foundation to settle the recompense issue. Tne goal of the 

foundation is clearly define~ as defending the interests of the German industry. The name given to 

the foundation, Erinnerung,; Verantwortung und ZukunJt (Remembrance, Responsibility, and 

Future), indicates how the itllltiators want the payments to be understood: not so much as an 

acknowledgement of committed injustices, bult as a gesture of generosity or, as the spokesperson 

for the foundation calls it, a "matter of humanitarian concern" (quoted in Eschrich 2000; 



38 

translation: A.K.). The negotiations with the claimants' representatives are dragging on, as 

payments will only be made pn the condition that the U.S. government issues a guarantee that no 

further claims will be laid. Meanwhile, the number of people who have died without ever receiving 

any compensation increases because of these delaying tactics. Whereas a notion of responsibility 

for the Nazi-past is evoked as the basis for a positive German identity, Nazi Germany's victims are 

denied respect and dignity. 

It seems that a new 'consensus' might be on the horizon, namely the claim that Germans 

have finally come to terms with their past. The fact that the German public reacted mostly 

positively to Goldhagen's book or to the so-caned Wehrmachtsaustellung, an exhibition 

documenting the role of the Wehrmacht in Nazi atrocities, is taken as proof that Germans are no 

longer trying to run away froirn or deny their past and should be considered rehabilitated. And the 

new government is more suc~essful than Kohl was in fitting the Nazi past and the Holocaust into a 

positive view of German national identity. Rather than emphasizing German victimhood over 

German guilt, they claim thatl Germans now make up a reformed nation that faces its past and 

accepts responsibility for it. The memory of the Holocaust is no longer considered an obstacle to 

Germany's development as alIDajor global pOWI;:r, but is integrated into a success story of a nation's 

maturation from a guilty pariah to a normal nation. Whether this will be the last installment of 

Germany's official reckoningl with its horrendous past remains to be seen. The inclination towards 

'normalization' has certainly gained momentum since unification, and dissenting views have 

become increasingly marginalized. Furthermore:, the generation that lived during the Third Reich, 

the victims who survived as well as the perpetra.tors and bystanders, is passing away, and the nature 

of debates over the past will dhange as a result. "Since the Third Reich is handed down as 

imagination rather than as act~al experience," note Michael Geyer and Miriam Hansen, 

"remembering the Holocaust has shifted from being an issue of motivation (the willingness to 

remember) to an issue ofrepr~sentation (how to construct the presence of the past)" (1994: 177). As 
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some forms of memorializing and commemorating stand in the service of forgetting rather than 

remembering - Bitburg, for instance - Geyer and Hansen conclude that "the problem is no longer 

'never to forget': it is how to remember" (1994:176). There has been a quantitative explosion of 

(mass-mediated) memory ofithe Nazi past over the last decade in Germany, yet this memorializing 

culture might very well be the expression of a desire to turn the past into an object at a distance 

from the present. 

However, the contenilporaries of the Third Reich have left their descendents with not only a 

political, but also a psychic l~gacy, which might prove itself to be more difficult to 'overcome' or 

to 'normalize.' As the discussion of my interview partners' attitudes towards Germarmess will 

show, the Nazi past and particularly the Holocaust are still central to many Germans' individual 

and collective self-understanding. This past has not become history yet, but continues to be active 

in the present and to constitute the backdrop against which notions of German identity are 

constructed, negotiated, and <thallenged. To that extent, collective memory of this era will most 

certainly remain a contested terrain. 

Issues of inclusion and exclusion: citizeIllship, immigration, and racism 

The old Federal Rept,lblic's Basic Law that is now the constitution of the united Germany 

enshrined the definition of German citizenship of the Wilhelmine period. Thus, the current 

definition of German citizenship still reflects and reproduces an ethnocultural national self­

understanding as Volk-centered, rather than state-centered. It applies the principle of jus sanguinis 

(citizenship based on 'blood'), rather than that of jus soli (citizenship based on country of birth), 

whereby Germans continue to be defined as a community of ethnic descent regardless of political 

boundaries (Brubaker 1992:165; Fulbrook 1999:179). Immigrants who are considered ethnic 

Germans are immediately aCC10rded citizenship, whereas non-German immigrants andl their 

descendents are granted the riights of citizenship onily under particular circumstances. However 

discredited the ethnic concept! of the German nation might have been after National Socialism and 
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the Holocaust, it thus "lived on as a very real if silent phenomenon" (Fulbrook 1996:93). It 

facilitated the integration of around 10 million etltmic German refugees and expellees from Eastern 

Europe. While relations be~ween refugees and native communities in the FRG were not free of 

tensions - caused by material strains during the post-war years as well as by cultural differences-

"there was at a wider level a shared set of assumptions about belonging together as members of a 

common nation" (ibid.). Atlthe same time, these assumptions about belonging excluded other 

groups of migrants who weire not accepted as an integral part of society by the majority of the 

native population. 

Beginning in the 1950s, the West German government sought to attract cheap labor from 

other countries, mostly from the southern regions of Europe. The recruited migrants were called 

Gastarbeiter (guest workers) and were not expected or invited to stay on and make lthe FRG their 

permanent country of residence. The temporary presence of foreigners was to be governed by the 

FRG's economic interests; tlhe FRG did not regard itself as a country of immigration. Accordingly, 

no attempt was made at integrating migrants civicly and socially. In response to the recession 

following the oil crisis of 1973, West Germany stopped recruiting foreign workers, and the number 

of foreign workers subsequently decreased. However, the total 'foreign population' increased, as 
I 

the limiting of back-and-forth migration reinforced tendencies towards long-term settlement, and 

many of those foreign workers who were already in the Federal Republic were followed by their 

families or they married andl had childrel1 and grandchildren (Brubaker 1992: 172; FullJrook 

1996:93; Senders 1996:152) .. Yet, whereas 'guest workers' have become permanent residents, they 

are not treated as such but c(]mtinue to be considered Auslander (foreigners). Even their children 

and grandchildren born in Germany, many of whom have little or no significant ties to their 

parents' or grandparents' countries of origin, are treated as 'foreigners,' since the blood-based 

German citizenship law defihes them as 'non-German.' 

The GDR also imported foreign workers, though to a much smaller extent than did the 

FRG, and the East German state was equally unwilling to integrate its foreign workers. Many of 
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these workers lived in segregated conditions and had little contact with East Germans outside of the 

workplace (Fulbrook 1996:97). Stefan Senders describes their living conditions as follows: 

Workers lived in i~olated ghetto districts, enjoyed only limited access to soci.a1-
help networks, saw large percentages of their pay deducted and sent to their home 
countries [ ... ], suffered close state scrutiny and control, had no right to family (if 
women became pregnant, they could be forced to have abortions or face 
expulsion), and all iforeign workers were barred from political participation 
(1996:152p.). 

Fulbrook cites repqrts by the executive committee of the GDR's official trade union 

organization, which indicate that there were numerous incidents of hostility between foreign and 

native workers. In analyzing these tensions, the committee points to "'chauvinism and nationalism 

among some GDR workers~" (1996:98) as one of the causes - a finding that undermines the 

official rhetoric of in ternatibna I solidarity. Indeed!, Fulbrook argues, despite official attempts to 

supersede the ethnic definition of nationality with a "new 'class theory' of the nation" (1996:96), 

East Germans retained a strong notion that there existed an ethnically defined German nation 

(1996:95pp.). 

People without an e~ic claim to German nationality could and can, in principle, become 

citizens of the old FRG and !now of the united Germany through 'naturalization.' But in practice 

there exist numerous restrictions that discourage or prevent migrants from becoming naturalized. 

Particularly before the liberalization of the stipulations for naturalization in 1990, few migrants 

applied for and/or were grarlted citizenship. Applicants had to have been educated in Germany or 

had to have resided there continuously for more than fifteen years. They had to be in possession of 

valid work permits, and they also needed to fulfill such criteria as '''commitment' to German 

culture and mastery of the German language, possession of economic means and adequate 

domestic conditions [ ... ] as ;well as lack of any record of infringements of the law" (Fulbrook 

1996:94). The 1990 and 199B reforms of the Auslc'.inderrecht (literally 'foreigner law' -laws 

governing foreigners and pertaining only to foreigners6
) included revisions of naturalization 

6 One might add that tie law first of all remes the construction of the 'foreigners' it then governs. . 
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provisions that eased some dfthese restrictions. Yet, German law continues to disallow dual 

citizenship, and the requirement of renouncing their original citizenship deters, "for both material 

and symbolic reasons, many otherwise qualifie:d candidates from seeking naturalization" (Brubaker 

1992: 173). The SchrOder government's 1998 initiative to change the outdated citizenship law and 

to provide the possibility to hold dual citizenship was largely stifled by public protest orchestrated 

by the COU. The federal government subsequently introduced only a minor reform. It makes 

naturalization more accessible and grants citizenship to children born in Germany, who are allowed 

to hold dual citizenship until !the age of eighteen, when they have to chose either the German one or 

that of their parents. However, it did not provide the redefinition of German citizenship that had 

been promised. 7 Overall, a significant proportion of the population - about 7 to 8 million people or 

around 10 % of the population - is not incorporated through citizenship and does not enjoy full 

political and social rights (Mecklenburg 1999; Wippermann 1999). Instead, these people are 

subject to 'foreigner laws' thlilt establish and reinforce the division of the population into 

'Germans' and 'foreigners.' 

Next to migrants and~their descendents, what is considered the 'foreign population' in 

Germany also includes asylum-seekers. As a signal of distance from the Third Reich and as an 

acknowledgment of the fact that Nazi rule had stripped many Germans of their citizenship and 

forced them into exile, Articlti: 16 of The Federal Republic's constitution states that no German can 

be dispossessed of his or her eitizenship and that politically persecuted individuals have the right to 

asylum (Mattson 1995:76; Senders 1996:167). ':vhen the number of asylum-seekers began to 

increase significantly during tbe 1970s and 1980s, asylum turned into a major concern within West 

German politics and public p~rceptions of asylum-seekers became increasingly negative. Michelle 

7 For more detailed information and discussions of the legal tradition of jus sanguinis in Germany, 
of debates surrounding the recen~ reform, and of its political implications see Baumann, Dietel, and 
Wippermann (1999). 



Mattson points out that this development was related to the geopolitical origin of many of the 

refugees coming to Germany at that time: 

Up until then the righ~ to asylum had been claimed mainly by individuals fleeing 
the states of the conut-mnist bloc. Generally, these petitioners were either fellow 
Europeans, fellow Calucasians, or, as victims of communist oppression, welcome 
tokens of west em political superiority in the cold war era. The new "masses" of 
refugees, however, n~ longer racially, politically or culturally resembled the native 
German population. They were neither obvious victims of the ideological East­
West split, nor part of Europe's racial family (1995:64; emphasis in the original). 

Attitudes towards asylum-seekers continued to change for the worse during the 1980s. 

Rather than calling them FlUdhtlinge (refugees) or Asylbewerber (asylum-applicants), politicians, 

the media, and the public began to refer to them as Asylanten.8 This term originates from legal 

commentaries on asylum laws and is a neologism that "seems to have been a logical linguistic 

assimilation to other Latinate forms ending in -ant, -ent-, -ient" (Mattson 1995:64). Yet, within 
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public discourse the term Asykmt took on a negative connotation., as it resembles morphologically a 

category of words ending in -ant, many of which have negative connotations.9 Moreover, the terms 

Fluchtling and Asylant became conceived of as referring to separate categories, "the former 

associated generally with light-skinned, freedom-loving Europeans, the latter with dark-skinned, 

non-European masses, merely I feigning their need for help" (1995:64p.).10 

8 Mattson translatesA.B4ant, the singularofAsylanten. as 'asylum-seeker' (1996:63). However, in 
my understanding the English te$ asylum-seeker does not have the same negative connotations that the term 
Asylant has in German. I do not use the term asylum-seeker as a translation ofAsylant, but rather in the sense 
of Asylbewerber. Even the term A sylbewerber has a somewhat negative connotation to it compared to the 
term Fliichtling (refugee). Howe~er, the term Fliichtbng makes no reference to the legal status of a person" 
whether or not she or he has applied for or has been granted asylum or pennanent residence. The term 
Fliichtling has further also been used in ways that imply negative connotations, such as when it is combined 
with other terms, for instance, Wi'rschaftsfliichtling (economic refugee). In tins thesis, I use the term asylum­
seeker when questions of legal sU;itus are of relevance. When referring more generally to the population that 
is considered foreign, irrespective of their legal status, I will speak of migrants and refugees. 

9 Mattson cites the follo~ng examples: "Ignorant, Diletfant, Querulant, Simulant (respectively, 
ignoramus, dilettante, grumbler, and malingerer)" (1995:64). 

10 Mattson further pointsl out that the two tenns dliffer in semantic direction: "a Fliichtling is after all 
fleeing something, trying to get away from a threat, whereas anAsylant is someone who is asking for 
sometIring from the German govehnnent" (1995:66). 
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Asylum-seekers were not only cast as "illegitimate claimants on German prosperity" 

(Senders 1996:167), as 'economic refugees' who were a burden on the social infrastructure of the 

FRG. Asylum-opponents also employed culturalizing and racializing arguments in evoking an 

image of asylum-seekers as essentially different and claimed that they could not be integrated into 

German society. Various racist stereotypes were applied to asylum-seekers, for instance, that they 

were lazy and leaned towards criminality, and these alleged characteristics were proclaimed to be 

their 'nature.' Those who Mranted to see the asylum law restricted or abolished funther warned that 

the 'waves' or 'floods' of asylum-seekers would lead to an Vberjremdung (foreign infiltration or 

swamping) and posed a th(reat to German culture and identity. Others argued in more openly racist 

terms by evoking a racial fcontamination.' Uli Linke cites various high-ranking conservative 

politicians as well as Social Democrats who put forward views of asylum-seekers as a 

"counterrace," of German :refugee politics as an "adulteration and filthy mishmashing of blood," of 

Germans as threatened to !become "hybridize:d and racially infested" by those "not of the blood," 

and of German society as ~ecoming "mongrelized" (l999:120p.). Such notions are clearly 

reminiscent of Nazi ideology, yet the construction of difference based on 'race' or 'blood' also 

follows the logic suggested by the usually more subdued discourse of ethnocultural nationhood. 

While these continuities in political rhetoric are disturbing enough, the dramatic increase in 

racist violence after unification, particularly the pogrom-like attacks on hostels housing migrant 

workers and asylum-seekers - during some of which the attackers were cheered on by crowds of 

onlookers and the police passively observed the crimes - awakened fears that Germany might 

experience a resurgence of Nazism and massive racist violence. Putting forward the notion that a 

revision of the asylum law would alleviate the situation, the SPD (Social Democratic Party of 

Germany) agreed to work out a compromise with the Conservative-Liberal government, members 

of which had called for either a major revision or even the removal of Article 16 of the constitution. 

In July 1993, the German parliament passed a revision of Article 16 and subjected the right to 

asylum to a number ofrestmctions. For example, petitions can now be rejected when refugees come 
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from countries considered 'safe' or have passed through such countries on their way to Germany. 

Since all countries bordering on Germany are included in this exemption, only refugees arriving by 

air can apply for asylum. II As a result of the revision, the number of applications has dropped as 

has the percentage of successful applications. 12 

Whereas politicians claim that the situation calmed down after the constitutional change, 

racist violence has continued to be an everyday occurrence in Germany. 13 Yet, by identifying the 

presence of asylum-seekers as the problem that needs to be solved, the political leaders did not 

address the racist attitudes dtiving the attacks. Habermas sees the constitutional alteration as a mere 

evasion, a symbolic politics iliat costs nothing and also changes nothing, although it did "succeed 

in getting the point across to even the dimmest of wits: the problem with the hatred of foreigners is 

the foreigners themselves" 0994:126). The political parties were using the issue of asylum as a 

means of diverting "attention from the real problems of a badly engineered unification process" 

(1994: 127). He further points out that the government did not show any concern for the victims, 

but only feared that Germany's reputation and thus its economy would take damage. 

Instead, a number of politicians showed concern and expressed sympathy for the attackers, 

sometimes to the eAient of defending their actions and making themselves the spokespersons of 

their resentments. For instance, Dieter Heckelmann (eDU), State Minister of the Interior for 

11 For more information see Mattson (1995) and Senders (1996). 
12 However, even before the change of the constitution in 1993, only a small minority of asylum­

seekers was granted refugee staitus. Various restrictions had already been implemented to reduce the number 
of people to be considered polit1cal refugees. The percentage of successful applications has dropped from 9.4 
% in 1987 to 5.5 % in 1990 (RalhzeI1990:34). By 1994, it had fallen under 3 % (Mattson 1996:77). While 
many of the unsuccessful appliqants are granted permission to stay in Germany "for broadly defined 
humanitarian reasons" (Mattsori 1995:77), the denial of political refugee status implies that they do not have 
the right to residence and work. i Most of them have to live in camps or hostels, and they are not allowed to 
travel beyond a limited geographic area around these. The amount of state benefits they receive is very small, 
and some states no longer give ~ut money but rather provide food and clothing, further restricting refugees' 
control over their lives. Nora rufthzel points out that such measures serve the purpose of discouraging 
refugees from seeking asylum iIi1 Germany (1990:34). 

13 In 1991,2,427 "crirr#nal acts against fOTieigners" were registered in the united Germany, 
compared to 246 in 1990. In 19~2, this number further increased and altogether 17 people were killed by 
right-eAtremists (Gilman 1995:21,28). In 1999, 11,000 right-eAtremist crimes were counted, among them 708 
acts of physical violence, includling ten attempted murders. The number of unreported cases, particularly of 
violent crimes, is assumed to be: several times higher (Mecklenburg 1999:9p.). 
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Berlin, was quoted as having responded to the pogrom in Rostock by saying: "It was not right-wing 

extremism, xenophobia or even racism [that voiced itself] in the displays of approval, but rather the 

completely justified indignation ( ... ) [about] the massive misuse [Massenmif3brauch] of the asylum 

laws" (quoted in Mattson 1995:73). 

However, although this was deliberately ignored by many politicians and parts of the 

media, it was obvious that there was more at work in the upsurge of violence than simply 

dissatisfaction with presumed massive misuse oftihe asylum laws. That changing Article 16 would 

not solve the problem was further evident in that attacks were not only directed against asylum­

seekers but also against migrants. In November 1992, two girls and a woman of Turkish origin 

were murdered in an arson attack in the town of MollD. In May of 1993, another arson attack in 

Solingen killed five women and children of Turkish background. The political establishment was 

slow in reacting to these events and showed little concern for the victims and for the fears that were 

growing among migrants - turks in particular - as a result of the murders. Such lack of sympathy 

was signaled in Chancellor Kohl's decision not to visit either Solingen or MolIn during the 

demonstrations following the attacks, as he had more pressing business to take care of, an 

administrative spokesman e~plained, than "condolence tourism" (see Habermas 1994:127). 

Furthermore, politicians and!the media did not address the racism behind these killings but 

depoliticized them, condemniing the violence without addressing the motives. Public discussion 

was geared towards violence: in general, "from right and left, from criminals (not right wingers) as 

well as Turkish or Kurdish extremists" (SchOnwalder 1996: 174). Issues of context, of power and 

discrimination, were cut out. 

Whereas numerous politicians and parts of the media were at pains to deny or deflect from 

the racist and political motivations behind such crimes and claimed that they were the result of 

fears of Oberjremdung through alien cultures, the majority ofright-ex1remist crimes occurred in 

areas with a very small 'foreign population' compared to other cities or regions. Furthermore, 

right-extremists and neo-Nazis also targeted Germans whom they considered 'foreign' or 'un-
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German.' As Sander Gilman notes, attacks were directed against those "who looked or were 

perceived to look different" (1995 :21), including also Germans of color, homeless people, people 

with disabilities, leftists, puriks, and gays and lesbians. By answering racist and neo-Nazi violence 

with restrictions to the right to asylum, the majority of Germany's political leaders made it clear 

that they were not willing to :address the real issues at hand. Rather, concerned about losing votes to 

right-wing parties, they were prepared to legitimize racist resentment. Thereby they also indicated 

whom they see themselves as representing and whom they count out of the national community. 

Behind the veil of the asylum debate they were affirming a definition of the Federal Republic as an 

ethnic nation-state. 

Habermas points outi that the skinheads and right -extremist youth who carry out the attacks 

are not the main problem, it iis rather the milieu in which they do so, "not the core of the violence 

but the shell in which it thrives" (1994: 135). This 'shell' is ethnic nationalism, unleashed by 

German unification. 14 In the East, rapid economic restructuring and the destruction of social 

14 It is beyond the scope of this introduction to provide a detailed account of the events that led to 
unification or of the unification process as such (see, for example, Jarausch 1994). However, lit is worth 
noting that the events introducmg the Wende (lit. turning point - term referring to the events that led to the 
demise of the GDR and to unifi¢ation) were not driven by a nationalist desire for unification; this emerged as 
a result of the GDR's collapse. Those GDR citizens who fled to West Germany via Hungary in the summer 
of 1989 were more likely motivated by the prospect of an improved material situation and/or more political 
liberties than by an "ethereal beIiefin the unity of the nation" (Fulbrook 1999:220). And the civil rights 
activists who pushed for changek at home did not call for the destruction of the GDR., but for a reformed and 
democratic GDR. During the m<imths following the fall of Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989, however, polls 
showed increasing support for uhmcation among East Germans (Verheyen 1999: 178). A significant factor in 
this support were hopes for a quj.ck improvement of material conditions, which the Kohl government, in an 
attempt to halt the mass exodus Of East Germans to West Germany following the decline of GDR' s economy, 
promised would result from unification. Yet, the Kohl government did more than simply react to the 
developments in the East. The conservatives recognized the historical 'window of opportunity' for 
unification and sought to mobilize national sentiment in East and West to that end. It was Kohl who first 
proclaimed, standing at the Wall on 10 November 1989, 'We are one people, after all' (- the slogan 'We are 
one people,' a call for unification, subsequently came to replace the earlier slogan 'We are the people', which 
had been coined by those who wanted a democratic GDR). In the first democratic election in March 1990, 
the majority of East Germans vdted for those parties who promised a speedy unification (Fulbrook 
1999:220pp.). The Western electorate was never giv,en the chance to vote for or against unification. The 
unification process as such was ~ssentially an annexation of the GDR; it was mostly dictated by the West 
German delegation in the "2+4" :negotiations, which included the two Germanies and the four World War II 
allies. The process has frequently been described as a take over, buy up, or colonization of East Germany by 
West Germany (see, for example, Fulbrook 1999; Habermas 1991). The euphoria following the fall of the 
Wall was soon displaced by disillusionment in both lEast and West. East Germans had to realize that the 
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networks led to existential uncertainties, and with unification also came a devaluation of GDR 

intellectual capital and of East German achievements and biographies in general. These economic 

and social effects of unification together with the experience of a continuing material gap between 

East and West, of Western dominance, and of being treated as inferior created a sense of being 

"second-class citizens," argues Andreas Staab. In that situation, "the vigorous defense of ethnicity 

provided an obvious solution for East Germans in their search for ego-boosting affirmative 

orientations" (1998:151). Yet, economic and social insecurity alone do not explain the outbreak of 

violent hostility against those considered foreign. The difficulties Easterners experienced after 

unification were rather a catailyst for the reactivation of an ethnic jingoism from which there had 

never been a clean break and! which now reestaiblished itself through the exclusion of 'foreigners.' 

In the West, a similar reactivation had been pursued, though more gradually, by conservatives since 

at least the 1970s. The nationalist and racist theme of Uberfremdung, which had been taboo 

because of its association with Nazism, was resurrected in political discourse and public debates in 

the early 1980s (SchOnwalder 1996:166p.). Conservatives published newspaper and journal articles 

in which they claimed that it Was impossible to integrate a large number of immigrants and that 

these posed a threat to the preservation of German national identity. Some made distinctions 

between different groups of fbreigners according to their presumed capability to assimilate 

themselves. For example, Al:ffred Dregger, then chairmen of the CDU faction in the federal 

parliament, pointed out two groups he deemed eternally different and therefore not integratable. 

These were Africans and Asians one the one hand and Turks on the other. Such arguments made by 

Dregger and others began a ttend towards a racialization of issues of immigration, which 

promised benefits of the transitiqm were not to come any time soon. Rather, they were faced with an 
increasingly difficult economic situation resulting in high unemployment rates, with the dissolution of 
traditional social milieus, and wilth being treated as inferior by arrogant and condescending Wessis (West 
Germans). West Germans resented the fact their affluent society was now at risk of recession and inflation 
and that they were faced with ta)~ increases. They grumbled over having to pay for the 'laziness' of the Ossis 
(East Germans), which they saw:as the main cause of the East German economy's weakness, conveniently 
ignoring the fact the GDR bore most of the brunt for World War II in economic terms and was not brought 
back on its feet by a Marshall Plan. 



constructed certain groups of immigrants as a threat to the cohesion of the German national 

community, understood in ethnic terms (1996: 167p.).15 Yet, Germany's division and prevailing 
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critical attitudes towards na~ionalism set limits to the recreation of a Volk-centered national identity 

in the 1980s. In the wake of, unification, however, such tendencies have gained momentum, and 

those who support a "non-national and non-ethnic self-definition of the German state have been 

harshly attacked for their alleged neglect ofthe national factor and the future of the German nation, 

and they have lost ground" CI 996: 170). Conservatives have called for a strong sense of national 

community as necessary in order to overcome the problems and disillusionments caused by 

unification as well as to alIe"viate tensions between the formerly divided populations. How this 

community should be defined was spelled out Iby CDU faction leader Wolfgang Schauble in March 

1993 in the context of the asylum-debate: ''We gain our identity, not from commitment to an idea, 

but from belonging to a particular Volk" (quott::d in Fulbrook 1996:101). One year later he added 

that such a community, whem conscious of itself, does not have to fear for its identity when 

confronted with 'foreign faces' (see SchOnwalder 1996:171). Thus, he suggests that those with 

'foreign faces' are distinct from the national community, and his racialized notion of German ness 

excludes not only migrants 1)ut also Germans of color. 

Habermas describes ilie situation after the Wende as one in which a disoriented youth scene 

in the East ran headlong intola milieu in both East and West that was willing to support at least the 

ends, if not the means, of their violent project, that is the reestablishment of an ethnically defined 

national community (1994: 135pp.). Recourse to this community is supposed to serve as a shock 

absorber to the effects of socioeconomic chang1e, and many Germans continue the disturbing 

15 Karen SchOnwalder notes that violent xenophobic or racist attacks occurred in West Germany 
already in the 1980s, that is arOlind the time when conservatives reintroduced the notion of Uberfremdung 
into political discourse and wanied that inunigration would have a disintegrating effect on German national 
identity (1996: 166p.). Some als~ suggest that the limitation of the asylum laws in response to racist violence 
has encouraged right-wing terrorists to turn their attention to other minorities, particularly the Turks, as they 
understood this official response as support for their right-extremist attitudes (see Gilman 1995:30; Mattson 
1995:83). 
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tendency to blame their problems on those constructed as 'other' - the Jews before and during the 

Third Reich, now refugees aIIld migrants. 

However, this natiomal self-definition stands in contrast to the (unacknowledlged) reality of 

Germany as a country of iIIUinigration. Some have argued that the issue of asylum was turned into a 

focal point of political debate as a means of distracting from the issue of immigration. For instance, 

Mattson, drawing on Ursula Miinch, states that 

asylum policy became such a heated issue because, given the legal resident status 
which the majority Qf so-called guest-workers [ ... ] have, politicians could do little 
if anything to reduce the numbers of foreigners living permanently in Germ<lmy. 
Refugees were the O!nly group of foreigners whose legal status had not yet been 
well defined and it ~vas a policy area in which there was still some legislative room 
for the politicians to: maneuver. Unable to address the subtextual problem of 
Germany's large and relatively permanent foreign population, political rhetoric 
was directed toward the refugees (1995:83). 

Thus, the asylum-debate can be seen as a precursor to the debate that ensued in 1998 over 

the Social democratic-Green government's plans to reform the citizenship law. The CDU 

successfully mobilized a majority of Germans who are not ready to let go of the ethnic concept of 

German citizenship. Not willling to acknowledge that the presence of more than 7 million migrants 

in Germany has changed the, character of its society, they want to hold on to the myth of a 

homogenous national community. 

In the dominant perception, Germanness continues to be defined in opposition to salient 

others. Traditionally, the salient other was represented by the Jews. Nazi race laws radicalized the 

long-standing Christian anti..,Judaism by constructing Jewishness as a racial characteristic rather 

than, or above of, an adhereqce to a religious faith, and posited Germanness and Jewishness as 

mutually exclusive categorie;s. Whereas the FRG's Basic Law does not uphold this exclusion but 

grants full citizenship rights to Jews, 'Germans:' and 'Jews' continue to be seen as distinct groups. 

In the aftermath of the Holocaust, non-Jewish Germans mostly do not perceive Jewish Germans as 

'normal' Germans, but as ou~siders or strangers who do not really belong in Germany or who could 
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not seriously want to belong there (see Jacoby, Schopmann, and Zena-Henry 1994; 

Rommelspacher 1995c; Ver¢in fur Sozialwissenschaftliche Forschung und Praxis fur Frauen e.V. 

1991). Likewise, there are Jews who do not believe that one can be both Jewish and German 

(Rapaport 1997). Others find it difficult to reconcile these two identities, while yet others see no 

contradiction in identifying as both Jewish and German. Different ways of negotiating the 

relationship between German and Jewish identity find expression in various self-descriptions, for 

instance, 'Jew living in Gerrilany,' 'German ciltizen ofJewish faith,' 'German Jew,' or 'Jewish 

German' (see Borneman and Peck 1995; Jacoby, Schopmann, and Zena-Henry 1994; Rapaport 

1997). 

Anti-Semitic attitudes persisted after the Holocaust, although their open expr,ession was 

taboo. Yet, next to the lingering customary rep,ertoire of anti-Semitic stereotypes, a 'secondary' 

form of anti-Semitism developed along with the desire to repress the past and particularly questions 

of guilt for the Holocaust. JeiWs continued to be seen as the origin of Germans' 'misfiDrtune,' 16 as 

they disturbed the effort off@rgetting or denying. One commentator swnmed up this attitude as 

follows: "The Germans will never forgive the Jews for Auschwitz" (quoted in Postone 1993:296). 

The repressed guilt was thusprojected onto the Jews in anti-Semitic images ofvengeJful Jews 

driven by destructive intentions or in the form of anti-Zionist equations of the Jews willi the Nazis. 

The number of Jews living in Germany is very small,17 but, as Jolm Borneman points out, the Jews' 

symbolic significance for mdst Germans "seems to be inverse to their number" (1995:12). The 

living Jews are a constant reminder of the 'missing Jews' and thus a source of uneasiness. Since 

16 The slogan "Die Juden sind unser Ungliick ,,' (The Jews are our misfortune) encapsulated the crux 
of Nazi ideology and propaganda, according to which Jews were the source of every evil that had befallen 
Germany and constituted a continuing threat. 

17 In 1945/46, the Jewish communities in West Germany registered 21,454 members. By 1980, the 
membership had grown slightly'to about 28,000, In the GDR, the number of registered members dropped 
from 1,715 in 1955 to 372 in 19190 (Burgauer 1993:356pp.). Due to Immigration of Jews from the countries 
of the former Soviet Union after 1989, the membership of the Jewish communities in the unitled Germany has 
grown to more than 60,000 by 1!999. These numbers compare to 565,000 registered Jews in 1925 (Kempe 
1999:196p.). Unofficial estimates of the number of Jews in Germany who are not registered as members of 
the Jewish communities range ljetween 10,000 and 30,000 (see Remmler 1997:174). 



unification, the taboo on open expression of anti-Semitism is weakening, particularly within 

conservative and right-wing I milieus, which Birgit Rommelspacher sees as connected to the 

renationalization of the politlical culture (1995c:35). The number of anti-Semitic crimes is on the 
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rise; particularly desecrations of Jewish cemeteries and of memorials to the Holocaust have become 

an ever more common occUIrrence. Gilman describes such acts as attacks "on the memory of the 

past" (1995:27), yet these objects of memory are also attacked as surrogates for living Jews in 

Germany (1995:31). 

So far, there have been few physical attacks on Jews. Such attacks are mostly directed at 

refugees and migrants as well as Germans of clOlor, that is people who are perceived as 'different' 

because of physical characteristics or who live in buildings understood to be occupied by asylum-

seekers or migrants. Gilman raises the question of whether the lack of direct attacks on Jews is due 

to the fact that they are invisjble as such. He points out that the groups who are most affected by 

racist violence are more identifiable (1995:31). Furthermore, Jews are mostly rather absent from 

the general public awarenes~, whereas, for several decades now, politicians and the media have 

constructed the notion that Germany has a 'foreigner problem.' German national identity is now 

mostly negotiated in relation to 'foreigners' in the country. These are not only alleged to be an 

economic burden, although the German economy is dependent on continuing immigration. They 

are also proclaimed to be 'different,' possibly unassimilable, and therefore a threat to the identity of 

the national community. Accordingly, Karen SchOnwalder observes, hostility towards 'outsiders' 

has increasingly been maintained to be "a perfectly understandable and legitimate self-defense of a 

people or culture that sees its survival threatened" (1996: 170). 

Turks, representing 1Ihe largest group of migrants in Germany,18 have been a particular 

focus of anti-immigration arguments. Negative stereotypes ofIslamic religion and culture are 

drawn upon in constructing Turks as essentially different, and it is claimed that they cannot be 

18 In 1980, they numbered about 1.5 million (SchOnwaIder 1996: 167). In 1999, estimates ranged 
between 2.1 and 2.5 million (Sommer 1999b:4). 



53 

integrated into German society and culture, defined as Christian-European. The establishment of a 

"Turkish question" further provides, Eberhard Seidel-Pielen argues, an outlet for repressed anti-

Semitism (1995:18). This is now channeled into Anti-Islamic and anti-Turkish resentment. While 

not all Germans share the view that Turks cOIllstitute a threat and should be repatriated, negative 

stereotypes and notions that perpetuate the reification of an opposition between Germans and Turks 

(and 'foreigners' in general) are common even within the left-liberal spectrum (Peck 1996). 

Turkish migrants' significant contribution to Germany's economy and to urban culture, as well as 

the fact that they have becoll11e an intricate paIt of German society, are ignored. Rather, Turks are 

proclaimed to be unwilling to adapt with no mention of the discrimination they are faced with nor 

of the legal hurdles that keep them from being able to participate equally in political and social life 

in Germany. 19 Yet, even Turks who have overcome th.e barriers to 'naturalization' and have taken 

on German citizenship are not considered equals by most ethnic Germans (Seidel-PieAen 1995). As 

Jeffrey M. Peck notes, "it is. not surprising that the Turks have been called the 'new Jews'" 

(1996:489) since they have in many ways replaced the Jews in providing the epitome of 

'foreignness' against which Germanness is defined. They have thus become the "nevv salient other" 

(Mandel 1989:39). 

By now, about 250,000 people of Turkish descent have taken on German citizenship 

(Sommer 1999b:4) and there are more who see themselves as German in a social or cultural sense 

irrespective of their citizensll1ip. The same is tme far many migrants from other countries and their 

descendents. Yet, even those who are born in Germany, speak perfect German, and c:onsider 

Germany their home, are often not perceived as 'really' German, as truly belonging, due to the 

dominant notion of Germanness that excludes those who are not considered ethnic Germans. This 

implies that Germanness is intrinsically white and Christian and constructs an opposition between 

being of color and being Gertman as well as between being Muslim or Jewish and being German. 

19 Nor do most Germans who expect Turks or any migrants to adapt consider it necessary to make 
concessions themselves or to meet them halfway. 
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The vast majority of ethnic Germans still accepts these exclusions as unquestioned commonsense 

(RathzeI1990). Affected by this exclusionary concept of Germanness are not only migrants and 

their descendents but also Germans of 'multi-racial' origin, for instance, Afro-Germans. In the 

view of those who hold on to the notion that German equals white, a black German virtually 

constitutes an oxymoron. Afro-Germans are perceived as outsiders, since their physical appearance 

is translated into a racial identity that is seen as external to Germanness. If they want to lay claim to 

their German national and cultural identity, they are expected to deny their connection to the 

African diaspora and to identify with the dominant white culture, as these are conceived of as 

separate and mutually exclusive realms of identity (see Oguntoye, Opitz, and Schultz 1992).20 

Still, many of those whom the dominant notion of Germanness excludes from belonging, 

who are denied affirmation as Germans, have long begun to claim Germanness in their own ways. 

They are no longer willing to let themselves be defined by the dominant attitudes, nor are they 

willing to accept the conditions for belonging, but demand that these attitudes and conditions must 

change in order to make room for them. 21 Unfortunately, it seems that such change witH likely take 

a long, since the maj ority of the ethnic Germans continues to demonstrate a lack of adaptability. 

However, the fiction of a homogenous national community is increasingly being challenged by the 

reality of a society that is becoming ever more diverse in ethnic and cultural terms. 

20 The term 'Afro-German' overpasses this dichotomous conception in bringing both identities 
together. In their introduction to Showing Our Colors. Afro-German Women Speak Out, Kathauina Oguntoye 
and May Opitz ex-plain how andlwhy they came to use the term: "With Audre Lorde we created the term 
'Afro-German,' borrowing from Afro-American, as the term for our cultural heritage. 'Afro-German' seemed 
appropriate to us, since many of us have an African father and a German mother. In using this term., our point 
is not to emphasize that we havel a black and white parent. Our essential commonality is that we are black 
and have experienced a major part of our socialization and life in confrontation with West German society -
a society that is not 99 percent white but that always has behaved as though it were, or should be. By the term 
'Afro-German' we mean all tho~e who wish to refer to themselves as such, regardless of whether they have 
one or two black parents. Just as with the similar name 'Black Germans,' our intent is not to exclude on the 
basis of origin or skin color. We I know what it means to suffer exclusion. More important, we want to 
propose' Mro-German' in 0PpoSfition to more commonly used names like 'half-breed,' 'mulauo,' or 
'colored,' as an attempt to define ourselves instead of being defined by others (1992:xxiip.). 

21 See, for example, Can (1999); Jankowsky and Love (1997a); Lottmann (1999); Opitz, Oguntoye, 
and Schultz (1992); pazarkaya (1999). 
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Unwilling Geli'mans? Feminism and the question of national identity 

In discussing the wajyS in which questions of national identity have been taken up by 

feminists in Germany, I am :focusing on the feminist movement in West Germany prior to 

unification and on feminist debates on the issue that have taken place since unification. Before 

turning to this discussion, I provide a brief sketch of the West German feminist movement. In 

doing so, I am not attempting to present a comprehensive account, but I want to offer some 

background information for the subsequent dislcussion of how members of the movement dealt with 

the issue of national association.22 

The second feminist movement in West Germany grew out of the socialist student 

movement of the mid-1960s. Fed up with the movement leadership's indifference to gender issues 

and unsatisfied with purely economistic models of social analysis, feminists began tQi form the first 

women's groups in the late 1960s. While their theories and politics remained embedded in a 

socialist framework (at least initially), they refused to consider the 'woman's question' subordinate 

to the issue of class. Claiming that 'the private is political,' they called for an analysis of power and 

exploitation that includes examinations of everyday life and the particular situation of women in a 

patriarchal society. Feminists turned their attention to the conditions and circumstances of women's 

lives, focusing on issues such as pregnancy (wanted and ull\\'antcd). motherhood, sexuality and 

sexual health, and women's Cdomestic) work (Hagel and Schuhmann 1994: Young 1999). Like 

other feminist movements around the world, thl~ German "",omen' s movement also professed a 

commitment to internationalism. Sexism and patriarchal power were understood as gllobal or 

universal systems of oppress~on, and slogans such as 'women have no fatherland' and 'women of 

22 In surveying literatuFe on feminist or women's groups in the GDR, I did not find reference to 
issues of national/German identIty. Therefore, I cannot provide information on whether or how such issues 
were addressed. The situation of women and the conditions under which women organized were very 
different in the two Gerrnanies, and they also had different emphases and goals in their work. For more 
information on the East German: women's movement before, during, and after unification, see Bohm (1993); 
Ferree (1994); Rampele (1993); Relwerth and Schwarz (1995); Romberg (1994); Kulke (1992); Nickel 
(1993); Young (1999). ' 
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cause across all borders and divisions (Eichhorn 1994:86; see also Lenz 1996; Cordes 1996). 
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The early West Gemnan women's movement has come to be referred to as the 'autonomous 

feminist movement' becaus~e of its emphasis on autonomy from both men as well as the state and 

formal institutions. During the 1970s, feminists began to organize in non-centralized networks 

linking grassroots groups and women's projects. This 'project-culture' provided in£Drmal networks 

of communication to spread ideas and news and alternative spaces in which to organize and 

mobilize women into action:. In addition to that, women also hoped that the projects would provide 

them the opportunity to work in self-determination and outside of the patriarchal capitalist system. 

Yet, in order to remain independent, the projects had to rely on self-financing and unpaid work by 

feminist activists (Hagel and Schuhmann 1994:71; Young 1999:52pp.). 

By the 1980s, this self-financing was less and less seen as a viable political strategy. A 

drive towards increasing professionalization took hold within many women's projects. This 

development met with a turn to conservatism in West German politics. After the 1982 federal 

election, the government was formed by a Consenrative-Liberal coalition with Helmut Kohl as 

chancellor. The subsequent changes in social policy intensified "distributional conflicts in the 

welfare arena" (Young 1999:54). Wishing more secure funding for their projects, many feminists 

redirected their strategies ancl. became more receptive to institutional politics. "Their first focus was 

to have the state accept financial responsibility for the various local projects" (ibid.), even though 

the price for that was an institutionalization of the project culture within the state. 

Parallel to the professionalization and institutionalization of parts of the autonomous 

movement, feminists also be~an to work within traditional German political institutions such as 

political parties (mostly within the Green Party, but also within the SPD). Feminists have also 

successfully fought for the establishment of 'women's affairs offices' or 'women's equality 

offices' within administrative institutions. Yet, parts of the movement remain highly skeptical 

towards the state and institutional politics; they continue to work within autonomous structures and 
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hold on to a political vision of fundamentally restructuring the existing social and political 

institutions. Relations between the autonomous movement and institutional feminism are often less 

than harmonious and coaliti([)ns are arranged ad hoc and remain tenuous (Hagel and Schuhmann 

1994; Young 1999). 

Overall, it seems that the larger part of the movement has given up on the ideal of total 

autonomy. The dependence on state funding, while beneficial to the establishment of feminist 

projects and structures, has led to internal comlPetition for increasingly scarce resources as well as 

to depoliticization (Young 1999:56). Antje Hagel and Antje Schuhmann further point out that the 

early movement's radical approach, the analysis of personal experiences in relation to the social 

conditions of women's oppression towards a fundamental critique of both patriarchy and 

capitalism, has become increasingly diluted. They identify a reversal of the basic feminist principle 

that 'the private is political,' a changed perspective in which the political became private. The 

personal came to be seen as the most relevant political realm and, rather than aiming at changing 

the material life-world, feminists began to focus on first of all changing themselves (l994:71p.). 

During the 1980s, questions iDf 'women's identity' and projects of 'finding one's self' became a 

preoccupation of many femirhsts. 'Women's emancipation' was recognized as a 'gap in the 

market' and filled by commercial enterprises and media. Essentialist notions of fema]e identity 

were recovered and revaluedl- for instance, women as 'in tune' with nature, as intuitive, nurturing, 

peaceful, or even morally superior - which established gender differences as natural and led away 

from a political analysis of gender relations. Parallel to other social movements, large:r parts of the 

feminist movement shifted their focus away from comprehensive social critiques to one-point­

politics. They identified various 'women's problems' and called upon the state to facillitate the 

alleviation or elimination oft1hese problems through policy changes and/or fmancial support for 

their projects. A view of women as victims became both a justification for the demands feminists 

directed at the state as well as an integrating factor within the movement itself. Feminists worked 
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towards helping women through social work and counseling without fighting against the system of 

power in which their lives were situated (l994:72pp.). 

While the above appears to be a major trend, it should be noted that not the entire women's 

movement has followed this development. The movement continues to be made up of various 

groups and individuals with Iilisparate analyses and goals. In turning to the discussion of how 

questions of national identity have been dealt with in West German feminism, I should also point 

out that what I will describe is not necessarily representative of the movement as a whole. Yet, the 

literature addressing this issue is fairly consistent in outlining what appear to be predominant 

trends. 

Until the late 1980s, issues of national identity were rarely addressed within 1he West 

German feminist movement. During the 1970sand 1980s, members of the movement tended to 

distance themselves from the nation and to denounce their national association. This attitude could 

also be found among members of other social movemell1ts, particularly within the New Left. Not 

only did these groups see nationalism as antithetical to progressive politics; against the particular 

background of German history a positive sense of national identity was considered reactionary or 

fascist. 

Feminists further dist!anced themselves from the affairs of the nation and its past by 

insisting on the primacy of patriarchy. Conceiving of their own politics as outside of, or in 

opposition to, the nation and the nation-state - even beyond the point when much of the initial 

autonomy had already been conceded - and claiming a commitment to internationalist politics, to 

global sisterhood, allowed German feminists to treat their national association as more or less 

irrelevant (Lennox 1995:481). Most preferred to conceive of themselves as world-citizens in the 

sense of Virginia Woolfs statement (from her book Three Guineas, published in 1938): "As a 

woman I have no country, as a woman I want no country, as a woman my country is the whole 

world." Feminists were suppdsedly beyond such 'reactionary' or 'patriarchal' constructions as the 
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nation. However, as Susanne Kappeler points out, reformulating Woolf s statement: "'As a woman 

I have no country' - but a German passport" (1994:92; translation: A.K.). Ideals of global 

sisterhood are further called into question by the priority which the movement has given to the 

struggle for equality in relation to German men (rather than, for example, to fighting against the 

. additional inequalities and discriminations tha.t migrant women are faced with). While German 

feminists claimed that they did not have nor want a national identity, their politics presumed the 

nation as its 'natural' frame'work (l994:96pp.; see also Cordes 1996; Kalpaka 1994). 

The emphasis on sexism and the patriarchy led German feminists to focus more or less 

exclusively on gender relations and gender identity, assuming a kind of 'universal woman' as the 

basis and center of feminist politics. Thereby, they neglected their structural implica.tion within the 

nation-state and within other structures of power, such as that of class and race relations. They 

further failed to recognize how their particular location within such social relations affected and 

limited their theories and analyses. The experilence of white, Christian or Christian-socialized 

German women23 was taken as the norm and experiences that differed from or even contradicted 

this norm were ignored. In emphasizing their status as victims of the patriarchy, they also ignored 

their privileges in relation to others (Cordes 1996; Lennox 1995; Lutz 1993; Schultz 1993). 

Yet, while German feminists took it for granted that they did not have to have a national 

identity, they did not e:h.'tend'this 'progressive' view to women of other backgrounds; these were 

not seen as 'just' women but, for instance, as Turkish women, African women,foreign women. 

Under the surface of such perceptions of 'non-German' women lay German feminists' 

unacknowledged, yet taken :/lor granted, identification with Germanness, that against which these 

other women seemed different. Germanness was denounced at the same time as it remained 

23 These were usually also middle-calls, able-bodied, and heterosexua] women. Though, with very 
few exceptions, the literature I <pn drawing on here does not specify the women referred to along these lines. 
Some have looked more specifically at white Christian( -soci.alized) German lesbians and how they have dealt 
with issues of difference. Their fmdings do not differ significantly from those referring to the women's 
movement as a whole (see, for instance, Hark 1990). 
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unquestioned as a central determinant within German feminists' experiences, perspectives, and 

practices. Furthermore, German feminists often held images of 'foreign' women through which 

they constructed themselves: as superior. Although they rejected it when men tried to define women 

and ascribe them a place in society, they did exactly that to migrant women. These were seen as 

more emotional and less rational than German women, as more 'traditional' (often meaning 

'backward'), less adaptable, more 'repressed,' and not as 'liberated' as German woman (Kalpaka 

1994; Lutz 1993). Feminist social scientific lit,erature on migrant women depicted them as less 

'developed,' not as 'far' as German women. Discussions of migrant women's lives usually focused 

on what the German authors: saw as their 'problem;' for instance, they were described as victims of 

repressive cultures or religions or as being torn between their 'traditional' culture and that of 

'modern' German society. Overall, this literature forged an image of migrant women that rendered 

them as helpless and pitiable (NestvogeI1996). German women came to view these women as 

needing their help to be able to manage their lives in Germany. Yet, mUlch of the help they offered 

(or sometimes rather imposed) was based on ethnocentric notions and primarily served the self­

image and feelings of self-worth of the helpers (Aktas 1993; Kalpaka 1994). 

The neglect of ethnocentrism, racism, and anti-Semitism by white Christian( -socialized) 

German feminists and their assumption of a universal status of victimhood shared by all women 

resulted in the denial of power imbalances between women. They did not question their own 

dominance and claim to leadership and presumed that they could speak for all women, brushing 

aside the issue of differences between women by maintaining that patriarchy is the 'original' and 

most powerful form of oppression to which all others are subordinate. This view allowed them to 

disregard their position and }!>articipation in various relations of power nex1 to gender inequality. 

Accordingly, women of color, migrant women, Jewish or Muslim women who protested against 

the denial of differences and ,the absence of their interests from the dominant feminist agenda were 

answered with such remarks as 'but we are all women,' 'I don't see you as black,' or, as one 
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woman put in response to a conflict about racism at an international women's camp: "I will never 

accept again that any woman divides us because of the special oppression she suffers/suffered.,,24 

Such attitudes increasingly came to be chaHenged and criticized and, since the early 1990s, 

the German feminist movement has been shaken up by stormy debate about racism an.d, although 

to a much lesser extent, anti-Semitism. This debate was not initiated by white Christian( -socialized) 

German women, but only came about when German women of color, migrant women, and Jewish 

women forced the 'majority-German,25 feminists to recognize their position of domil1lance, to 

engage with women's differences, and to address their own exclusionary practices (Lennox 1995; 

Schultz 1993). In fact, first attempts towards introducing these issues into feminist discussion and 

making the movement and its politics more inclusive date back to the early 1980s. At the first 

common "conference offore~gn and German women" in 1984, majority-German women were 

challenged to acknowledge a1l1.d change their paternalistic and racist attitudes and behaviors. Yet, 

the conference did not find much of an echo, and the feminist 'mainstream' in Germany continued 

to ignore these issues (Lutz 1993:138p.). When majority-German feminists finally took up the 

discussion of racism in the early 1990s, many migrant and Jewish women as well as German 

women of color had already begun to turn their back on the wider movement and focused on 

working amongst each other (Cordes 1996:154). 

May Ayim (formerly Opitz) suggests that white Germans feminists' as well as leftists' 

reluctance to confront themselves with the issue: of racism relates to the fact they perceived racism 

24 Quoted from an anorwmous contribution to the documentation of the camp - see Goldmann 
(n.d.:29; translation: A.K.). See also Lennox (1995) and Verein:fur Sozialwissenschaftliche Forschung und 
Praxis:fur Frauen e.Y. (1991). 

25 'Majority-German' (mehrheitsdeutsch) is a term that was introduced into feminist discussions in 
order to describe the 'national norm' in Germany, which is white/Christiane -secularized)/Geml3.n. Gotlinde 
Magiriba Lwanga (1993) points out that the term needs further differentiation and specification, since 
members of this group take up different historical, social, and geopolitical positions within German society. 
The term clearly does not refer to a homogenous group. The people referred to as majority-Germans do not 
all share the same experiences, perspectives, and social status. Yet, the term is useful because itt makes 
explicit a relative position of dominance and power while, as Lwanga suggests, it does not imply the fixity 
and fatefulness that other terms such 'dominanzdeutsch' ('dominant-German') evoke. It also accommodates 
contradictions within a subject's multiple positions and remains open for interpretation (1993 :271 p.,fn.2). 
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as a rare occurrence and as an issue that had nothing to do with themselves. They saw it as a topic 

for migrants, black Germans, or Jewish people. Accordingly, these groups of people were only 

invited to participate when events focused on 'their' issues; otherwise, they and their situation were 

not of interest to white Germans (1993:215p.). Dagmar Schultz adds that many white German 

women seemed unable to realize that their fe:minist 'We' only included women like themselves, 

that they had not been fighting for all women. Furthermore, their "internalized dominance" made 

them rely exclusively on their own experience; they did not "want to know about amything else" 

and reacted to challenges of their perception with "confusion and feelings of guilt'"' (1993: 181p.; 

translation: A.K.) The ackIilowledgement of the exclusions within their politics would have implied 

an acknowledgement of their continuing ties to white German men and to the dominant culture and 

society. Since they sought to establish their identity and their community in separation from the 

white patriarchy, to face up to these ties woulld have threatened their identity as feminists. Schultz 

notes that in ''the encounter with black26 women they become painfully aware of these conflicts. 

White women don't want to acknowledge and admit that - at the same time they do not see the 

particular difficulties that black women have to deal with in their own community [the feminist 

community]" (1993:184; translation: A.K.). 

In the wake of unification, feminists have been forced to reconsider the pammeters of 

feminist work within the changed situation. Their perspectives and work were also affected by the 

changing social and political climate, particularly the divisions between East and West as well as 

the dramatic increase in hostility towards various minorities and in racist violence. 

Following the fall of the Berlin Wall and subsequent unification, women from East and 

West Germany came together at conferences and other events in an attempt to build a common 

26 Schultz's usage oftihe term 'black' (schwarz) here is it not in reference to skin color. The term has 
come to be used to refer to etluric and racial minorities in general, irrespective of skin color or geographic 
origin, similar to the North American notion of 'people of color.' It is used in a political sense and is usually 
meant to include black Germa:cJls, migrants, and Jewish people, and sometimes also (white Gennan) people 
with disabilities. 
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women's movement and to defend their respective achievements and build on them. However, after 

a short initial phase of high spirits, the differences between East and West German women's 

experiences, situations, and'outiooks, as well as analyses and politics, proved to be difficult to 

bridge, and many an attemp~ at laying the groundwork for working together ended in dispute and 

mutual resentment (see Hehverth and Schwarz 1995; Muller 1996; Rommelspacher 1995b). 

At the same time, endeavors of establishing relations and networks between women from 

the East and the West came under criticism for including mainly, ifnot exclusively, white 

Christian( -socialized) German women and subsuming or ignoring other women andl their particular 

situations. German women's claims that it was they who were the 'losers' of unification and had to 

pay the price for it infuriated migrant women. Unification had certainly resulted in a 

(re)marginalization of German women in political and economic decision-making processes. And 

particularly East German w@men lost reproductive rights and economic independence and were hit 

much harder than East German men by growing unemployment and the destruction of the social 

infrastructure of the GDR, especially the comprehensive and affordable childcare system (Young 

1999). Yet, migrant women pointed out that migrants were the first to lose their jobs and criticized 

German women for their failure to protest agaimst the tightening of the discriminatmy 

Auslandergesetz, which the government had pushed through along with the unification process. 

Particularly migrants who had lived in the former GDR found themselves in a precarious situation 

after unification. Unlike the ~ethnic East Germans, they were not welcomed as 'brothers and sisters' 

by the Federal Republic. Their GDR identification-documents were no longer valid and many 

experienced problems in securing their resident status and were faced with the threat of being 

expelled. Migrants and Germans of color in both East and West were further confronted with 

increasing hostility towards 1them and had to fear racist attacks (Ayim 1993; Nombuso 1993). The 

Afro-German Ayim describes her experience after the fall of the Berlin Wall as follows: 

I was walking around by myself [in Berlin], wanted to breathe in a bit of the 
general enthusiasm, to feel the historical moment, and to share my reserved joy. 
Reserved because I Thad heard of the imminent tightening of the legislation 



concerning immigrants and those who seek refuge. Like other black Germans and 
immigrants I knew iliat not even a German passport represented an invitation to the 
East-West celebrati0ns. We felt that the imminent German unification would. bring 
with it an increasing fencing off towards the exterior - an exterior that would 
include us. Our participation at the celebration was not requested. 
The new ''We'' in - as Chancellor Kohl likes to put it - "this our country" had and 
has no space for everybody. "Take off, Neger,27 don't you have a home to go to?" 
For the first time since I lived in Berlin, I had to defend myself almost daily 
against blunt slanders, hostile looks, and/or openly racist defamations (1993:208p.; 
translation: A.K.) 

Ayim became increasingly angry about East-West celebrations and events that did not 

include a North-South dialogue. The women's movement, too, was busy with German-German 

discussions and celebrations, "as if Germany was exclusively white and the center of the world" 

(1993 :211; translation: A.K.). She critiques the support and solidarity that white West German 

women exrtended to white East German women fOll" leaving out those who are in an even worse 

situation: ''Where is the call for solidarity with those who, in the course of the German-German 

take over and competition, are first at risk of not finding work and accommodation and of losing 

their jobs and training placetnents?" (ibid.; translation A.K.). 

At a conference entitled ''Women against Nationalism - RacismlAnti-Semitism- Sexism" 

that took place in Cologne in November 1990, migrant women, Jewish women, and German 

women of color made it clear that they had enough of majority-German feminists' ignorance 
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towards issues of racism, anti-Semitism, and ethnocentrism as well as with their denial of their own 

privileges. They posed the question of solidarity anew, indicating to majority-German feminists 

that they were not longer wining to work together with them unless they seriously rethought their 

analyses and politics. 

The conference organizers (of whom all except one were majority-Germans) had written in 

the conference announcement: 

We do not want to dllOwn in the nationalist frenzy nor benefit from our status as 
FRG women, we do not want to let ourselves be separated from women of 

27 Neger is literally translated as 'Negro,' but the meaning implied in its usage is often rather that of 
'Nigger.' 



different ethnic, national, cultural, religious origins who live in the two Germanies 
or in other countries affected by German and European nationalism. We need a 
feminist analysis ofllie process of unification. We want to investigate our situation 
as to our differences and commonalties in order to find our own standpoints :and 
strategies for action. 28 

While the goal of the conference had been the achievement of solidarity between women 
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across differences, it ended in tremendous dispute. Jewish women, migrant women, and women of 

color left the conference in protest. Their withdrawal from this attempt at coalition-building was 

preceded by heated debates Olver several issues. For example, they had criticized that the emphasis 

of the event lay on establishhlg relations and networks between women from East and West 

Germany. However, this was a unification of white Christian(-socialized) German women, which 

excluded other women by subsuming or ignoring their particular situations and how they differ 

from that of majority-Germans. Yet, the most contentious issue was the unquestioned prevalence of 

racist, anti-Semitic, and ethn0centric attitudes among majority-Germans and their unwillingness to 

acknowledge and share their privileges. Most of the majority-Germans present at the conference 

either denied the existence of such attitudes, tried to play them down by reference to common 

oppression, or reacted with helpless confessions of guilt and asked to be told how they should 

change. The conference conclluded with a resolution on behalf of women of color, Jewish women, 

and migrant women to organize another conference on the same topics from which majority-

German women would be exccluded. For them, the conference had confirmed that majority-

Germans were not willing to acknowledge and change their own exclusionary practioes and failed 

to recognize that solidarity a~ross difference wa.s only possible if they faced up to their privileged 

position and worked towards transforming it. Sevin Tiirkoglu, the only migrant woma.n among the 

conference organizers, summarized the situation as follows: "How can there be communication 

when the 'strongest group' accepts only their own views, their issues, and their solutions as the 

basis for working together?" (1991: 110). 

28 See the documentatidn of the conference in Verein:fur Sozialwissenschaftliche Praxis und 
Forschung e.Y. (1991:7; translation A.K.). 
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The altercation at the Cologne-conference was widely publicized and discussed within 

feminist media. Similar conflicts had occurred before and continued to occur at other feminist 

events. Coalitions split up, feminists of color, migrant feminists, and Jewish feminists continued to 

establish their own groups, and majority-German feminists found that they could no longer avoid 

confronting themselves with the criticism directed at them. Many, though certainly not all, 

majority-German feminists Qegan to engage in what came to be referred to as the 'racism-debate.' 

Different parts of the movement approached this challenge in different ways; their efforts did not 

follow a universal course, nor is there a general outcome. However, a number of authors provide 

descriptions and critiques of what appear to be some general trends. 

One observation is that many majorilty-German women seem to be looking for 'quick 

fixes' to the problem, which for them is often primarily the fact that they are accused of being 

racist. Their self-understanding, which was based on the assumption that, as feminists, they 

automatically stood on the 'correct' side, has been hanned by these critiques, and they are looking 

for ways to avoid such critiques in the future. Some women respond to critiques by confessing guilt 

(implying that guilt will be forgiven upon confession). Many try to prevent challenges by 

introducing every statement with an acknowledgement that they are white. Sabine Hark notes that 

such 'rituals' of self-naming are not in themselves indication of an acknowledgement of difference. 

Nor do they express much about the persoll1 who is speaking: such naming can rather serve the 

person to hide behind the label (1990:48). She points out that confessions of guilt or of membership 

in the dominant group can be defensive strategies, rather than the result of critical reflection, an 

exercise in 'political correctm~ss,' rather than an expression of commitment to political change (see 

also Koppert 1990). The desire to imagine oneself on the 'correct' side also seems to underlie the 

eagerness with which some white women detect 'political incorrectness' among other white 

women; pointing out racism in others then serves to establish oneselfas more 'enlightened,' 

whatever work one has actuailly done in confronting racism within oneself and in general (see 

Goldmann n.d.). 
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Another point of critique is the dichotomous distinction between 'white' and 'black' that 

has been predominant in feminist discussions of racism. The usage of the term 'black' (schwarz) as 

a political (self-)designation for migrants, Jewish people, and black Germans has been a 

contentious issue also among women included in this category. Some find that it brushes over their 

particular situation. Sara Lennox cites an Asian woman and a Turkish woman, both of whom 

pointed to the specificities of their situations and dlid not want to see these subsumed under the 

category 'black' (1995:494). At the same time, black women have pointed out that they remain 

black under all conditions, whereas white migrant women have the option of droppmlg that political 

self-identification and can assimilate and make use of their privileges as white-skinned people (see 

Benhavio 1993:77; Schultz l'.993:183p.). It has been noted that the black-white frame:work, which 

was taken over from discussions of racism and antiracism developed in the U.S. and in Britain, 

does not adequately capture 1ihe situation in Gennany (Lennox 1995). This 'import' can rather have 

the effect of obscuring the complexity as well as the particular historical background of power 

relations between different women in Gennany. The unspecified application of the category 'white' 

also distracts from differences among white women; the 'white woman' becomes a type, an 

"incomprehensible symbol" (Lava-Redaktion 1991:42), and issues of context as well as individual 

positions and actions are obliterated. As the editors of the feminist journal Lava put it: 

Where does this white woman live? What did she do in her life? [ ... ] For the 
political and scholarly practice of German feminists it cannot be irrelevant whether 
the 'white woman' comes from Greece, Canada, or Germany. Racism is not 
always the same, it d@es not always have the same roots, it does not always find 
the same nourishment (Lava-Redaktion 1991 :42; translation: A.K.). 

Ilse Lenz further points out that this decontextualization of the feminist debate about 

racism resulted in a focus on ~he relationship between 'white' and black' women and attention was 

drawn away from the structural dimensions of racism. Racism became individualized, as feminist 

antiracist initiatives concentrated on the individual white woman's need to 'unlearn' internalized 

racist patterns of perception and thought. Moreover, white feminists adopted a deterministic view 

of social locations. While they had not accepted that gender was a matter of determination but 
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insisted that, in Simone de Beauvoir's words, "one is not born a woman, but, rather, becomes one," 

Lenz notes that they did not 'eh.1end such constructivist analysis to their dominant social position as 

white people. This appeared to them as fated, as determined by the unjust social conditions into 

which they are born. Lenz c(i)llsiders this perception to a be major obstacle to finding effective ways 

of fighting against racism, since it often results: in feelings of powerlessness and resignation. 

Furthermore, it can 

ultimately have an exonerating effect, ,even though that comes at the price of 
individual feelings of guilt. Because when the position of the native 
[einheimischen] women is already "objectively" determined, attempts at 
individually confronting the racism aIllong the native majority and developing joint 
strategies appear pointless from the outset. [ ... ] Implicitly, the deterministic 
position offers a relief from having to take responsibility (l996:211p.; translation: 
A.K.). 

Lennox makes a related observation in noting that feminists' assumption of a white identity 

without attention to the ways in which this category is produced may have the effect of 

"essentializing and stabilizing the category of whiteness rather than deconstructing it" (1995:493) 

and she points out that '''[w]hiteness' is, after all, a category developed by racists, not antiracists, a 

way for European colonialists to distinguish Europeans of different nations from the indigenous 

people they sought to subordinate" (ibid.). 

Next to other problems with the ways in which many majority-German feminists have 

dealt with the issue of racism and their own implication in a racist society, many authors agree that 

they lack an appropriate analyrtical model for investigating the specificities of the situation in 

Germany. Particularly the issue of national association has been notably absent from many 

discussions in the context of the 'racism-debate,' although questions of race are not separate from 

questions of nationality in the German context. Furthermore, national membership, guarded 

through the ethnic definition of citizenship, is a major fault line of legal, political, and social 

inequality that runs through German society, and it ,creates power imbalances between women that 

are not exclusively related to 'race,' as white migrant women are also excluded from the privileges 
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of citizenship. Yet, while many majority-German feminists conceded that they had to acknowledge 

the fact that they are white, disassociation from national affiliation was often upheld. 

Addressing this disassociation, Mira Renke notes: 

"German" could not be filled in a positive sense. Germanness has always been 
filled negatively, although in the so-called foreigner studies 
[Auslanderlnnenforsqhung] one could not do without the "cultural and national 
identity." German women in Germany never had to feel like one among many 
national identities. The self-evidence of their Germanness was or is so 
unquestioned that they never needed to set themselves in relation to others. The 
others could do so, even had to, otherwise they would not have been full human 
beings, they would have been inferior, because of lack of identity (Renke 
1994: 173; translation: A.K.). 

Whereas majority-Germans professed a distance to German culture, identity, and from 

Germans as a collective, proclaiming that they did not have a nationality (Lwanga 1993:260), 

Germanness served as the unspecified reference point of classifications of 'others.' 

Yet, the denunciation of Germanness was not simply or only a means of denying a position 

of dominance. Renke points out that German nationality was not simply ignored, but vehemently 

rejected, as it evoked a connection to National Socialism and the Holocaust (1994: 173p.). Hence, 

the denunciation of Germanness also served to distance oneself from this legacy. It provided a way 

around having to deal with the past and of suppressing unresolved feelings in relation to it. Against 

this historical background, many majority-German feminists considcred it virtually talboo to profess 

to seeing themselves as German. However, this disassociation oftcn came along with an avoidance 

ofa critical examination of this legacy and the extent to which the conditions that enalbled the 

crimes and atrocities are still effective in the present It got in the way of investigating the effect 

that this history might have had on oneself, as a descendent of perpetrators, supporters, and 

bystanders or as a member of the society which is built on this past (see Rommelspacher 1995c). 

The history of National Socialism and the Holocaust is thus a major factor in accounting 

for majority-German feminists' unwillingness to confront themselves with the fact of their national 

association compared to their relative willingness to acknowledge the fact that they arle white. They 

can think of racism as a globali problem, not just a Gennan one, and they can point to the United 
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States or to South Africa and their records of racist oppression as comparably worse lexamples than 

Germany. The history of German colonialism has practically been erased from public education in 

Germany, and many Germans are not aware of that legacy and do not see their countlty as sharing 

responsibility for colonialism and the present effects of this legacy (Lutz 1993; Schultz 1993). 

However, the singularity ofthe Holocaust and its central role in German national history make 

Germanness an inunensely uncomfortable identity to own. Many majority-Germans seem to 

experience a sense of vulnerability in relation to this association. Critiques of their dominance as 

majority-Germans are interpreted as accusations of guilt, especially when such critiques are voiced 

by Jewish women. Claudia Koppert notes that these critiques are often not taken for their factual 

content, but are taken to be accusations in the sense of: 

"You are not better than your parents/grandparents." What a Jewish woman 
actually says is not decisive. What causes the inundation with feelings of shame or 
guilt is the force of the historical dimensiol1s, combined with unresolved feelings, 
which the Christian German cannot get away from" (1991:227; translation: A.K.) 

Not having resolved for themselves how they are related to the German past and the legacy 

of guilt for the Holocaust, majority-Germans try to evade the issue through proclamations such as 

"1 might be German, but 1 do not identify with that" (quoted in Kranz 1991 :42; translation: A.K.). 

Unresolved feelings of guilt also seem to be at play in the strong tendency within majority-

German feminism towards identifying with historical victims. Jessica Jacoby and Godinde 

Magiriba Lwanga point towards the Christian Ul1derpinnings of this focus on victimhood: While 

many German feminists who were baptized as Christian and/or were raised in a Christian context 

distance themselves from Christianity or religion in general, as they perceive most organized 

religions to be patriarchal institutions, Jacobi and Lwanga observe that they 

seem to find in the tenm victim a moral dimension to which they vehemently hold 
on to. Without requiring a religious dogma they insist on the victim's infallibility, 
the world-removed holiness of the female martyr [Martyrerin]. And by counting 
themselves among the victims qua their biological sex, they generously give 
themselves the absolution: German identity is rescued. Long live woman! 
(1990:99; translation: A.K.). 
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This desire to see themselves as belonging to the side of the victims, Jacobi and Lwanga 

note, also leaves its imprint on many majority-German women's views of National Socialism. 

Rather than confronting themselves with the ways in which majority-German women have 

supported the regime and t00k part in or supported the persecution of Jews and others, they claim 

that all women were victims of the NS system (ibid.; see chapter 4 for a more detailed discussion). 

Jacobi and Lwanga suspect 11hat "what makes the victim so attractive is its culturally slPecific 

associated moral dimension: innocence" (1990: 100; translation: A.K.). By identifying themselves 

as victims, these women claim to be "historicallly/politically on the 'right' side" (ibidl.). Schultz 

further notes that, in responding to critique wmch calls this self-understanding into question, 

majority-German often hold IOn to their view of themselves as victims by interpreting the critique as 

an unjustified attack. They s€e the black, migrant, or Jewish women who criticize tht:ir attitudes or 

behaviors as aggressive and threatening, while they negate their own power and priviileges in 

relation to these women (l993:166pp.). 

As several authors note, parallel to, or included in, the denial of Germanness is ignorance 

of the dominance of Christian traditions and values in German culture and society. Women who 

consider themselves to have cut their ties to Christianity mostly do not reflect on the ways in which 

they have been shaped by their Christian upbringing and the extent to which they have internalized 

Christian values and presume them as an unquestioned norm. Nor do most of them reflect critically 

on the images they hold of other religions and which they project on (actual or presumed) members 

of these religions (Lange 1993). For example, many secularized German feminists betray their 

Christian-German socializati<i>ll in negative, stereotypical perceptions of Muslims or in anti­

Judaic/anti-Semitic perceptions expressed in critiques of Judaism as the supposed epitome of 

patriarchy (Kohn-Ley and Korotin 1994; Lutz 1993). Jacobi and Lwanga further point to the 

predominant absence of engagement with anti-Semitism in German history and in the present. 

They see this as partly related to the fact that many majority-Germans are not aware of the presence 

of Jews in present-day Germany, nor of anti-Semitism; they have never examined their own 



relationship to Jews or their own images of Jews. Jacobi and Lwanga also point out that anti-

Semitism seems to hit too dose to home and, therefore, the issue is avoided: 

German identity may mostly be denied, but, nevertheless, it is lived [ ... ] Anti­
Semitism, it seems to us, is too close to Gennan history and identity(-conflicts?), 
which [German women] do not want to face up to. But if there exists no fed for 
the negative points of connection between Jewish and German Christian­
secularized women, how then can positive interaction come about? (1990:98; 
translation: A.K.). 

Disassociation from Germanness on behalf of majority-German thus has come under 

critique for evading questions of power and accountability. It has also been pointed out that this 
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strategy does not resolve thle issues that make (majority-)Germanness an uncomfortable position in 

the first place. Rommelspacher further argues that this strategy grows out of a confusion of national 

identity with nationalism. She sees national identity as referring to one's membership in a political 

and social association that oalls itself a nation. National identity does not have to imply a positive 

identification with the nation, a glorification of one's national association, a sense of national 

superiority, or an aggressive attitude towards members of other nations. Such attitudes are 

expressions of nationalism. Recognition of one's national identity, explains Rommelspacher, 

means the acknowledgement of one's implication within the political, social, and cultural 

framework of a nation-state .and of the ways iIll which one has been shaped by this association 

(1995c: 164pp.). Such an acknowledgement is necessary in order to be able to reflect critically on 

the ways in which one's national association affects one's perceptions and practices. The denial of 

German identity, Rommelspacher notes, reveals a negative fixation on this identity that mirrors the 

uncritical glorification of national identity. This negative fixation prevents a critical self-

understanding and the development of alternative conceptualizations of what this identity might 

mean and whom it might include (1995c:169). 

Schultz further points out that not everybody can afford to denounce their national identity. 

While majority-Germans deny their association with Germanness, people who are excluded from 
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Germanness in the dominant view are claiming their right to belong, their right to call themselves 

Germans (1993:160). And migrant women havle confronted majority-Germans with their 

nationality, pointing out that to denounce it is anything but 'progressive,' that it rathe:r amounts to a 

blatant denial of a position of dominance and privilege. For example, Binnur Bilen argues: 

The women's movement in Germany is German. We are not included in it. We are 
not Germans. Although they always talk about "women" in general, they do not 
mean us. To some ement, our interests are opposed to each other. It is more than 
dull, it is simply wrong that you try to explain our absence from your "women's" 
movement with refel1ence to our alleged deficits ("they are not as far yet"). Rather 
than studying us and our "culture of origin," you should confront your own 
analyses and look whether they actually apply to "women" or really just to 
"Germans" (1991:43; translation: A.K.). 

The idea of common victimhood as an integrating factor that would unite women across 

their differences has become utterly discredited. Majority-German women have been forced to 

acknowledge that they are not only victims, but stand on the side of privilege in many regards. If 

they want to develop a feminist perspective and practice that gives up on the nation (.md the 

national 'norm') as its frame of reference, they !have to overcome their ignorance of other women's 

situations and experiences. They also need. to become aware of, and critically reflect on, the 

specificity of their own socia110cation and. their experiences. Moreover, they have to be willing to 

work towards dismantling their own privilege. As Schultz argues, rather than denying their 

privileges, they should yield them to underprivileged women whenever possible, and should also 

put them to use in order to change the structures that produce them (1993: 175p.). They have to 

recognize that doing so is the only way they can reach their long-term goals, as the fight against 

sexism is not separate from the fight against racism and anti-Semitism (1993: 176). 

It is difficult to assess what effect the critique of maj ority-German feminists' evasive 

strategies and the subsequent debates about issues of accountability and the need to fmd more 

constructive ways of dealing with their national association have had on the self-perc~:ptions and 

politics of this group at large. What can be noted, though, is that it is now common for 
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contributions to feminist publications or to discussion.s in feminist conte}""! to be introduced with a 

statement such as, for example, 'As a German woman, I [have this or that view] ... ,' or, 'As a white 

Christian-socialized German, I [have this or that perspective] .... ' However, what th,e speaker is 

actually saying about herself or what exactly it means to speak from that position is often not all 

that clear. The question arisles whether such self-naming is based on critical self-reflection and 

expresses a commitment to being accoun.table for one's situation within concrete power structures 

or whether it is an exercise in paying lip-service to new political/moral standard with.in German 

feminism. It seems that many majority-German feminists have begun to rethink their earlier 

strategy of denouncing Gerrnanness, but it remains to be seen what kind of politics of 

national/German identity win come to replace it. 



Chapter 2 

The project and its participants 

Having presented an overview of the historical, social, and political context i:n which this 

study on German feminists' understandings and negotiations of national identity is situated, I now 

provide an outline of the research project itself. This chapter will describe the project's theoretical 

and political points of departure and the issues I sought to address, and it will provide information 

on how I conducted the reseatrch. I will discuss how I contacted the women who participated in this 

study, describe the make-up of the group of women I interviewed in terms of their social and 

geographical backgrounds, and address how the interviews were conducted., what kind of 

expectations my interview partners and myself brought to the interviews, and what kind of 

dynamics developed between participants and myself in the interview situations. This will not only 

provide readers with information about the scolPe of this study, but it will also serve as the basis for 

a discussion of questions relating to the status of interview narratives and of the limitations and 

possibilities of interview-based research. In addressing these various aspects of my n~search, I will 

also consider questions concerning my positionality and politics in conducting and writing up this 

research. 

To begin with, I will provide some further background information on feminist discussions 

about issues of difference, positionality, and accountability that were one point of departure for this 

research. In particular, I will address the concept of a 'politics of location,' which is c;entral to the 

questions this study addresses as well as to my analysis of the interviews I conducted. 

The politics of location 

Around the late 1970s/early 1980s, notions ofa 'universal woman' as the basis and center 

of feminist politics, and facile concepts of 'global sisterhood' as uniting all women, increasingly 
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came under severe critique for obscuring divisions between women according to their different 

positions within various social relations such as that of class, race, ethnicity, religion, nationality, 

or sexuality. Mainstream feminism thus became faced with the challenge of reconsidering and 

redefining its premises, analyses, goals, and politics. 
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Sneja Gunew and Anna Yeatman (1993) note that the task of finding constructive ways of 

dealing with differences has to be feminism's central concern if it is to survive as a mOVf:ment for 

social change. To that end, there needs to be more than a superficial appreciation of differences or 

an attempt at correcting former eKclusions through 'add-on' approaches with.out challenging the 

framework that produced these exclusions. Rather, differences must be understood as embedded in, 

and resulting from, relations of power. Feminist theory andl politics further must not shift from 

denying differences between women to taking them for granted; instead, what is needed is a critical 

inquiry into the manifold configurations of power through which differences are produced. This 

also implies that feminists need to be aware of the specificities of their particular situations and to 

"understand how the conditions of [their] lives are connected to and made possible by the: 

conditions of other women's lives" (Russo 1991:299). 

Hence, the first step towards (re)defining the grounds on which feminists can work 

together across divisions lies in acknowledging that women are situated differently within various 

relations of power, of privilege and oppression. In order to reflect critically on their own and 

others' politics and to establish common goals, they have to be aware of the particular and concrete 

histories and structures in which they are entangled and understand their experiences not just as 

distinct and diverse but also as interrelated and interdependent. Such awareness and accountability 

for one's position within material and symbolic relations of power is the necessary basis lilr the 

establishment of solidarity and common ground and for the development of a feminist pollitics that 

is committed to the struggle against all forms of injustice and oppression, rather than. serving 

particular interests at the expense of others. 



While women whose, experiences have not been represented and. accounted for in 

mainstream feminist analyses - for instance, women of color, Jewish and Muslim women, 

working-class and impoverished women, women from so-called Third World countries, women 

with disabilities, lesbians, and. bisexual women - have long been pointing out the specificities of 

their situations and perspectives, feminists holding a dominant social position have been rather 

slow in recognizing the particularities of their experiences. I Yet, in recent years, and often in 

response to the challenge posed by articulations of perspectives that are marginalized within 

dominant feminist frameworks, dominant social locations have come under increasing scrutiny.2 

The notion of a 'politics oflocation' was introd.uced into feminist debates ov~~r difference 

and accountability by Adrienne Rich, who applied it in addressing her own position as white 

feminist in the United States. She appealed to white Western women to "name the ground we're 

coming from, the conditions We have taken for granted" and to "come to terms with the 

circumscribing nature of ( our) whiteness" (1986 :219). Calling into question the "we" of white 

Western feminism, "the faceless, raceless, classless category of 'all women'" (ibid.), Rich 
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challenged white Western feminists to give up their self-centeredness, to acknowledgt~ that they are 

not only victims of "male evil" but also part of the oppression of others, and to become aware of 

how they exclude or marginalize other women i1l1 ilieir movement. She urged them to recognize 

whiteness "as a point oflocation," and to take responsibility for this location (ibid.). 

Caren Kaplan (1994) notes that Rich's articulation of a 'politics oflocation' has since been 

taken up by a number offeminists, not only but lparticularly by white Western feminists. However, 

I The same can also apply to people who experience marginalization and oppression in one or 
several regards, as this does not necessarily cause them to reflect on their dominant position in other respects. 

2 In North America, but not only there, particular attention has been given to whiteness as a racial 
identity and social position, and there exists now a growing body of literature on how whiteness was and is 
produced or constructed historically and in the present. These works deconstruct white people's view of 
themselves as racially neutral or 'nonracial' and addness how white people's experience is racialized - how 
they see the world through 'white eyes,' that is how presumptions of whiteness as norm structure their 
perceptions and politics, and how whiteness as a location within a system of differentiation bestows 
privileges on them. See, for example, Fine (1997); Frankenberg (1993); (1997a); Frye (1983); hooks (1992); 
Morrison (1992); Pratt (1984); Segrest (1994); Thompson (1996). 
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the notion consequently underwent transformations and is used in various different ways. While 

some of these utilizations serve to resist and deconstruct hegemonic views of gender and gender 

oppression, to decenter (dominant and marginalized) identities, and to analyze the complex 

relationships between women within one or mOire geographical locations, others rather reestablish, 

affIrm, or naturalize identities and the boundaries between them. A politics of location has also 

been used by some as a means of appropriating and relativizing various experiences and 

perspectives through superfIoial inclusion and e:qualization (1994:139pp.). As an example of the 

latter, Kaplan points to Anglo-American feminist poststructuralism, which she describes as having 

responded to critiques of ethnocentrism and racism with a politics of location that cell~brates 

difference and pluralism on a theoretical level. This recourse to a politics oflocation "more often 

has led to a relativism that masks appropriation than to signifIcant changes in the theo>ry and 

practice of criticism" (1994: 144). Thus, feminist critics shifted from applying essentializing and 

totalizing notions of gender and women's experience to a pluralist relativism in which historical 

specifIcities and asymmetries are depoliticized llnd power relations mystifIed under the guise of 

inclusiveness and celebrations of difference. 

Against such uses of a politics of location, Kaplan suggests that the concept ought to be 

applied as a tool towards examining one's own investments in geopolitics as well as "Icultural 

metaphors and values" and towards a critical analysis of the relationships between women and the 

possibilities for coalitions and affIliations. She proposes that, in order to enable a transformative 

critical "practice of affiliation,." a politics of location must be used to identifY "the grounds for 

historically specifIc differences and similarities between. women in diverse and asymmetrical 

relations," so as to allow for the creation of "alternative histories, identities, and possibilities for 

alliances" (1994: 139). 

An example of how a politics oflocation could be utilized towards such ends is provided 

by Minnie Bruce Pratt in an autobiographical essay entitled Identity: Skin Blood Heart (1984). In 

this text, Pratt reflects on her identity as a white, middle-class, Christian-raised, lesbian woman 
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from the South of the United States by way of his torici zing and politicizing the different places 

where she has spent her life and where she has sought to build a home for herself and with others. 

She investigates the historical and material configurations of power at these sites and works out 

how her own experience relates to that of different groups of people also located in these places. In 

exploring the conditions of her experience and her identity, she tries to discern the repr,essions and 

exclusions inherent in these.3 

Pratt's text proposes a view of identities as points of departure without treating them as 

essential or natural. She works out how she changes through encounters with others and thus points 

to the impossibility of a stable and independent self, as any sense of self always includes others, in 

their presence or absence. Pratt advocates a transgression of the boundaries of any construct of self 

in order to get a little closer to the world of others; every step she takes beyond what she took for 

granted about herself has the potential of opening a world to her that she was previously unable to 

see. However, in taking apart the bases of her identit<j and her privilege, not for one moment does 

she suggest that this is where the work ends, that this would absolve her from responsibility and 

settle the issue of accountability. There is no innocent state of deterritorialization that she could 

escape to. She understands herself to be situated within a nexus of relations of power that she 

cannot opt out of; but she also does not allow herself to be paralyzed by this knowledge. Her essay 

puts the case for combining a refusal to take identity for granted and a vision of escaping the 

entrapment of a stable and unified self with recognition of the materiality of one's loca1ion in the 

world, one's implication in various histories and social relations, and with accountability for one's 

positionality. 

3 F or instance, she examines how her sense of self and her experience during her childhood in 
Alabama related to her growing up surrounded by notions of white supremacy and in a social and physical 
environment shaped by racism. Throughout the essay, she analyses conditions of experience, identity, 
belonging, and exclusion with regard to a variety of contexts, including the feminist contexts in which she 
has been involved. To address her reflections in detail is beyond the scope of my discussion in this chapter. 
Apart from referring interested readers to Pratt's text itself, I would also like to point to an insightful reading 
of Pratt's essay provided by Martin and Mohanty (1996). 
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The politics ofloca1tion enacted in Identity: Skin Blood Heart avoids both essentialism as 

well as the relativism or abstractionism of certain strands of postmodern feminism. Pratt's 

conceptualization of identities neither treats them as fixed, nor as arbitrary or volitional. She rather 

points out that they are social and relational arid that they always and necessarily remain 

incomplete. Thus, she refuses using a politics of location in a way that solidifies identities, while 

she also avoids the drawbacks of postmodern evocations of indeterminacy. Her dynamic theory and 

practice of location and posjtionality allows her to envision ways of moving beyond the narrow 

circle of a stable self without denying the histories and structures that constituted this self As 

Martin and Mohanty note, Pratt thus is able to oppose passivity with agency without romanticizing 

or overestimating the latter, without divorcing it from the limitations of any location within 

historical and social relations. They see her "exposure of the arbitrariness and the instability of 

positions within systems of 0ppression" as evidencing 

a conception of power that refuses totalizations, and can therefore account for the 
possibility of resistance. "The system" is revealed to be not one but multiple, 
overlapping, intersecting systems or relations that are historically constructed and 
recreated through everyday practi.ces and interactions, and that implicate the 
individual in contradictory ways (1996:183). 

Pratt understands het positionality as resulting from the operations of power; yet, she does 

not conceive of her identity llmd location as destiny, but rather as a starting point for a political 

practice that opens up new possibilities for connection. 

While Pratt's is a very personal account of her grappling with issues ofpositilonality and 

locational politics, I believe tbat it speaks to much more than her individual "struggle: with myself 

and the world I was born in" (1984:57). It raises crucial questions regarding feminist politics and 

practice, particularly concerning the issue of accountability for one's location within historical 

material and social relations. Pratt suggests that denial of one's positionality, or passivity and 

paralysis in the face of its implications, obstructs efforts at instigating social change. :She proposes 

that change starts with awareness of one's location, a coming to terms with its meanings for oneself 
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and others, and an understanding of the conditions that produce it and how these an~ related to the 

conditions of other locations. 

Engaging with articulations of a politics of location such as Pratt's, I was prompted to 

reflect on the kinds of politics of location that I had encountered in various feminist contexts in 

Germany and Canada, as well as on my own ways of dealing with issues oflocatioIl. In particular, I 

was reminded of how I used to distance mysellf from my nationality, as I consideredl the national 

tradition into which I was born utterly negative and rejectable. As many other white Christian or 

Christian-secularized Germans, I did not want to identify as German and told myself and others 

that my national association was irrelevant to me. In the previous chapter, I pointed out what is 

problematic about this strategy of dealing with national association. Personally, I only came to 

question my own attitude in that regard in a sustained way when I no longer lived in Germany and 

mostly amongst majority-Germans. I began to understand how much of my experience was neither 

simply personal nor universal but in many ways 'German' when I was situated in a c;ontext where I 

was not part of a 'norm,' but an outsider in many regards. Five years of living in Canada have 

opened my eyes to specificities of my background that I did not perceive while I was centered in 

Germany, particularly the effect that growing up in Germany had on my views and my politics. I 

have not come to see German national identity as positive, nor any other national identity for that 

matter (yet, in discussing isshes of national identi!1j with Canadians, I also realized that my 

antinational stance is, to some extent, particulaJrly 'German'). Even so, I no longer consider my 

national association to be irrelevant, neither in a political nor in a personal sense. 

While I began to th:iI1Lk through for myself what a more constructive politics of location in 

relation to my nationality could be, I was also following the developments and discomses around 

national identity in Germany with much unease. Along with attempts at rehabilitating affirmative 

notions of the German nation and the pmsuit of 'normalization,' not only 'moderate' forms of 

nationalism but also outright national or etlmic chauvinism are gaining ground in political debates. 

At the same time, racist violence and mmders committed under the banner of "Germ~my for the 
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GelTIlans" have become part of the new GelTIlan 'nolTIlality,' and a considerable propOItion of 

GelTIlan society responds to such crimes with passivity, indifference, or even support, at least for 

the idea behind such actions. 

In the light of these developments, rather than calling for an antinationalist politics to 

oppose them, a growing number of people on the left argue that the question of the nation must not 

be abandoned to the right and call upon 'progressive' segments of GelTIlan society to face this 

challenge. One proponent of this position is Andreas Huyssen, who argues that, in the face of the 

resurgence of nationalism, "it would be a serious political abdication for the democratic left not to 

occupy the question of nation, not to try and make use of its potentially constructive side that 

builds community, guarantees civil rights, integraltes populations" (1994:12). A very siu:rilar 

argument is put forward by Angelika Bammer, who proposes that 

we [progressive Ge1TIlans] need to own - not deny - being GelTIlan as the ground 
for a progressive politics. Progressive intellectuals, people on what we have 
historically thought of as the Left, cannot afford to cede the terrain of GelTIlannl;:ss 
to the Right while we disclaim affiliation. If GelTIlanness with all that it entails .­
national identity, a sense of tradition, affiliation with a historical community - is 
relegated to the Right, then the Left can only situate itself negatively. This is 
perhaps one of the areas in which the legacy of Marxism, with its insistence on 
internationalism as an antinationalist move, has left the Left most pathetically, 
indeed dangerously, unequipped to counter the powerful rallying force of calls for 
national, regional, ethnic identities (1998:19p.; emphasis in the original). 

However, the problem Iiemains that the 'potentially constructive side' of nation cannot be 

disentangled from its less than progressive aspects, particularly its need to define itself through 

exclusion. Such arguments as Huyssen's and Bammer's further come close to the presumption that 

national identity is inevitable, a basic human need. The question of why national identities provide 

such a powerful rallying force, 0f the concrete interests with which they are invested and for which 

they are mobilized, tends to move to the background in such approaches. 

A positive GelTIlan nati~mal identity has also been called for from the ranks of the left as 

necessary in confronting xenophobia and racism as well as in order to come to telTIlS with 

GelTIlany's past. In explaining GelTIlan xenophobia and racism, it is argued that GelTIlans hate 
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others because, or just as, they hate themselves. This hatred stems from the unresolved guilt they 

feel as a result of their history. Antje Vollmer, member of the federal parliament for th~~ Green 

Party, is a prominent proponent of this view. She argues that Germans lack a positive identity that 

would make them more relaxed about themselves and others. While other nations have such a 

strong sense of identity, Germans do not know who they are and therefore have to distinguish and 

fence themselves off from others (1993: 121). According to Vollmer, unification would have 

offered an opportunity for a positive redefmition of German identity; however, the left Jin Germany 

missed that chance and left it to the right to take up the issue (1993: 123). Vollmer argm~s that 

Germans should get over the paralysis caused by their national history and take on the question of 

how they want to relate to the rest of the world and what kind of tasks they want to take on in the 

global community. She suggests, among other things, that Germans could take on ecological issues, 

could work towards ending the debt crisis in the 'developing world,' and could generally provide 

more help to poor countries (1993:124). 

Yet, leaving aside the question whether sUlch projects require an affInnative sense of 

national identity, it is not clear how such a politics would tackle and resolve the issue of racist 

attitudes, not to mention the issue of structural or institutionalized racism. To take on such tasks in 

order to increase feelings of collective self-worth could rather give rise to paternalism, 

ethnocentrism, and national chauvinism. Furthermore, Vollmer's strategy leaves unquestioned the 

issue of how the collective is defmed,. It is more than questionable whether the driving force 

behind racist attitudes and violence is actually a lack of 'positive' identification with the idea of a 

German nation. Based on what 1 have outlined in the previous chapter, I think it is rather necessary 

to understand these attitudes in relation to the particular concept of the nation to which they relate 

in an affirmative way. 

Another argument that is employed in support of calls for a German national consciousness 

posits national identity as necessary in order to maintain historical consciousness and critical 

memory of National Socialism and the Holocaust. Coming to terms and taking responsibility for 
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the past is claimed to be dependent on a continuing sense of nationhood. However" Reinold 

Schmucker and Rainer Hering point out that the Historikerstreit is one of many inc:idents that call 

this claim into question, as it evidenced a correlation between affinnative notions of German 

national identity and the disassociation from this horrific chapter of German history (1994:36). 

They argue that, in fact, it is the wholesale attribution of the responsibility for the Nazi crimes to 

one German nation that allowed those generations born after the Nazi era to distance themselves 

from sharing historical responsibility, because it delegates responsibility "to an abstract collective 

called nation" (1994:37) and impedes a critical identification oflater born Germans with the 

perpetrators and fellow travelers. Andrea Ludlwig further emphasizes that, in so far as responsibility 

is understood not just in terms of Wiedergutmachung (restitution) but also in terms of preventing 

something similar to the Holocaust from ever happening again, what is needed is an antiracist and 

antitotalitarian attitude, rather than a positive identification with the nation. Those who proclaim 

responsibility to be a function of national identity, Ludwig argues, reduce individuals to their 

national association, presume that their moral capacity is dependent on affirmative identification 

with a national collective, and release them from having to be personally responsible for their 

intentions and actions (1994:116). 

The above arguments in favor of embracing the nation and national identity as a ground for 

progressive politics are thus problematic in that they leave unquestioned the concept of the nation 

as such, particularly the ways in which the nation is defined and the exclusions it implies and 

produces. They also do not make a convincing case for the necessity of a positive national identity 

to the pursuit of the projects of progressive pollitics they propose. Rather than critically examining 

the concept of the nation, these strategies affmn it. But such affirmation of the natio][l, and thus of 

the particularistic interests embedded in and served by the idea of the nation, is a more than 

questionable ground for progressive politics. 
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The research project on which this thesis is based grew out of my interest in exploring 

what kind of perspectives and politics could be set against the dominant discourse of national 

identity in Germany that would avoid both the pitfalls of facile denial of national association as 

well as of the allegedly 'progressive' recourse to national identity. In particular, I was interested in 

finding out about how women Icommitted to feminist perspectives view the issue of German 

national identity. I wanted to enquire into what kinds of politics oflocation individual feminists in 

Gennany formulate in relation to their national association, what notions of identity underlie, or 

result from, their locational politics - for instance, essentialist or de/constructivist, static or 

dynamic understandings of identity - and how they negotiate identity and location in everyday 

situations and political practice, particularly in coalition work. To that end, I spent the months 

between May and August 1999 in Germany and conducted 29 in-depth interviews on questions of 

national identity with feminists in various parts of the country. 

Finding/Reaching participants 

In order to contact potential interview partn.ers, I sent a brief description of my research 

project and a call for participants to about thirty feminist organizations across the country and to 

two feminist email lists, and I also put up posters and distributed flyers in women's centers and 

cafes, in feminist archives and libraries, as well as at the largest annual conference and gathering of 

lesbians in Germany and at an academic feminist conference. 

My goal was to interview a very diverse group of women, as I wanted to explore how 

understandings of German national identity are related to women's various other social and 

geopolitical locations. I was not aiming at a representative sample, which would have heen 

extremely difficult to realize in the context of a research project of this type (not to mention the 

difficulty of defining what exactly would be a representative sample). Furthermore, since much of 

the existing literature on the topic of this research focuses on majority-German women j6rom the 

West, who also represent the numerical majority in Germany, I intended to overrepresent women 



of other backgrounds whose views are mostly :absent from discussions of German identity in the 

literature. Therefore, I sent the description of my research to a wide variety of feminist 

organizations and groups in both East and West Germany, including associations of black women 

and of Jewish women and organizations of migrant women. 
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Still, of the fIrst ten respondents to my call for participants, nine were white and Christian-

socialized, among them eight West Germans and one East German, and one was an Afro-German 

Christian woman who had moved from East to West Germany. Obviously, I was either not 

reaching many women besides majority-Germans in the West or my project struck much more of a 

chord in majority-West Gerrnans than in other women. I subsequently adopted a mme purposive 

strategy for fInding interview partners who were not majority-German and/or from tlle West. With 

the help of friends I arranged interviews with two majority-German women in the East and with an 

Afro-German woman who was born in the East but had spent most of her life in West Germany. I 

also called several women's centers and organizations in the East, explained my project verbally, 

and asked whom I was talking to whether she would be willing to be interviewed or knew someone 

who might be. This way I found three more majority-German interview partners in th.e East. In the 

same way I made contact with an Afro-German Jewish woman who lives in the East and with a 

Jewish woman who had migrated to West Gennany from Brazil. The latter woman r,eferred me to 

two other women who had migrated to West Germany and agreed to be interviewed.4 

4 However, not all of the women whom I contacted directly agreed to be interviewed. I was aware 
that my call for participants would likely not speak to women who denounce their national association. Still, I 
wanted to interview such women in order to find out how they had arrived at this attitude and how it relates 
to their political views and practices. Friends whom I told about my research and my interest in interviewing 
women who distance themselves from their association with Germany/Germanness helped me to establish 
contact with two women holding such an attitude. Both these women identified politically as radical leftists 
and seemed to be suspicious about what I was doing in my research. In talking to them, I got the impression 
that they thought of my project as potentially nationalistic. I explained to them that I was not seeking to 
affirm German national identity, but that I was interested in exploring different ways in which people relate 
to questions of national association, including antinational views. Nevertheless, both women declined my 
request for an interview with reference to the fact that they did not understand themselves to be German and 
thus saw no point in participating in my research. lit seems that I have failed to convey to them that I did not 
want to limit my research to women professing to am identification with Germanness. Yet, three of the 
majority-German women who responded to my call for participants explained to me during the interviews 
that they did not see themselves as Germans. However, these women did not subscribe to a radical leftist 
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I also monitored the diversity of the group in terms of age. Most of the wome:n who 

contacted me and offered to be interviewed where between thirty and forty years old. After I had 

interviewed ten majority-West German women from this age group, I declined furthe:r offers from 

women of the same background and age range. 

By applying a partly random and partly purposive strategy in finding participants and by 

monitoring the make-up of the group while I was conducting the research, I arrived at a sample that 

represents a cross-section of social and geographical backgrounds (see below for details). 5 

However, taken together, the women I interviewed are not representative of all such locations 

within Ge:rman society. What I am presenting in this thesis is thus not a comprehensive or 

exhaustive account of how 'German feminists' or feminists in Germany understand and negotiate 

national identity. Still, the particular experiences and views that women put forward in the 

interviews offer insights into various ways of relating to and interpreting one's national association. 

In presenting and discussing their perspectives, I seek to provide an ethnographic basis for 

reflections on notions of identity and locational politics as they are developed in feminist theory 

and to comment on theoretical arguments from a grounded perspective. 

Tine participants6 

The twenty-nine women I interviewed ranged in age from nineteen to fifty-nine. Fifteen 

women had grown up and lived in West Germany; six women had grown up and lived in East 

Germany; two women had moved from West to East Gennany; one woman had moved from East 

to West Germany; and five women were born outside of Germany and had moved to West 

Germany, two of them as childiren and three of them as adults. Twenty-one of my interview 

politics, as did the two women who declined to be interviewed. Thus, I cannot comment in this thesis on 
attitudes of denouncing national association connected to radical leftist politics and on how such attitudes 
might differ from those ofthe three women whom I interviewed. 

5 For discussion on nonprobability sampling see Johnson (1990); Sarantakos (1998). 
6 This section provides a general summary of the groups' make-up in terms of social and 

geographical backgrounds. Specifics about individual women's backgrounds can be found in the Appendix. 
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partners could be described as majority-Gennan, as they were white and Christian or Christian-

secularized and would be considered ethnic Germans. One woman who was white and Christian 

and of ethnic German background had lived most of her life in Russia and thus did not see herself 

as part of the 'national noma' in Germany (nor would she be granted that status by many majority­

Germans). Three women were Afro-German7
, one was Turkish-German8

, and one was Serbian­

German9
. One woman had come to Germany from Brazil and one from Argentina. These two 

women described their national identity as Br.azihan and Argentinean respectively. Neither of these 

two held German citizenship or was planning to apply for it. The other twenty-seven women were 

German citizens (the Turkish-German woman and the Serbian-German woman as well as the 

woman who moved to Germany from Russia had acquired German citizenship as adults, the Afro-

Germans and majority-Germans held (East or West) German citizenship from birth). 

The Brazilian woman and one of the Afro-German women were Jewish. Th,e Brazilian 

woman described herself as not very religious, and it was only after she movedl to Germany that 

she became interested in her Jewish roots. At the time of the interview she was in the process of 

exploring their meanings for herself The Afro-German woman spoke of having a connection to 

Jewish as well as African spirituality, but she was not a member of a Jewish congregation. One of 

the majority-German women mentioned that she partly stemmed from an assimilated Jewish family 

(with the assimilation having taken place well before the Third Reich). She did not identify as 

Jewish, but rather saw hersellf as Christian-socialized. The parents of the Turkish-Ge:rman woman 

were Muslims; she described them as very liberal Alevis and her upbringing as rathe:r secular, and 

7 These women referred to themselves sometimes as Afro-Germans and sometimes as black 
Germans. One woman also referred to herself asfarbig (colored). In this thesis, I will refer to them as Afro­
Germans rather than black Germans in order to avoid ambiguities that might arise from the fact that the term 
'black' is often used not in specific reference to people of African heritage but in reference to various 
minorities in Germany. 

8 This woman was a daughter of Turkish migrants. She explained to me that her identity was made 
up of a complex and shifting mix of elements from both her Turkish background and her socialization in 
Germany. 

9 This woman had a Serbian father and a German mother. She spent the first years of her live in 
Belgrade before she moved to West Germany. 
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she described herself as an atheist. The other twenty-five women were raised in Christian or 

Christian-secularized families and social contexts. Only six of them described themselves as 

practicing Christians, two (i)fwhom were Catholics and four of whom were Protestants. 

N one of my interview partners described having any disabilities. Sixteen women described 

themselves as heterosexual, eight as lesbian, four as bisexual, and one as queer. Ten women had 

children. As a whole, the group had reached a much higher than average level of education. All 

except five women were university-educated. 10 Nineteen women had completed or were working 

on a Master's or an equivalent degree such as the Staatsexamen (state examination),ll and five 

women had completed or were working on a Ph.D. Two women held positions as 

lecturers/assistant professors and two women worked as teaching or research assistants at 

universities. Four women were social workers, m'o were teachers, one was an editor, one was an 

educational therapist, three were translators, one woman was a Protestant priest, and another 

woman worked for a women's organization within the Protestant Church. Two women were artists, 

one woman was a nurse, one woman was a truck-driver, and one was employed at a telemarketing 

company. Two women were self-employed, one of whom owned a small business and the other did 

contract work for various businesses. Four women worked in the management of women's centers 

and projects. Four women were not in paid work at the time of the interviews, three of whom were 

unemployed and of whom was a full-time student. 

Most of the data I have just provided were collected through a questionnaire that I asked 

my interview partners to fill out after the interviews. In this questionnaire, I also askc~dl them how 

they would describe their socioeconomic status during their childhood and at the time of the 

interview. Many women explained to me that they could not answer this question in a 

10 While this seems to be a particularly strong bias within the group of women I interviewed, it 
might also hint at a general overrepresentation of university-educated women among those who consider 
themselves feminists. When I asked my interview partners when and how they became interested in feminist 
perspectives and politics, many ,explained that this was in the context of their university education. 

lJ So far, Gennan univiersities do not grant Bachelor's degrees. 
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straightforward way. Their current status seemed particularly ambiguous for many women. For 

example, they might have come from a working··class background but acquired university degrees, 

which they associated with middle-class status, only to find themselves unemployed or working for 

low income. Because of such contradictions between their level of education and their actual 

socioeconomic position, many women were unsure about their status in terms of class. Some 

subsequently left the fields in question blank, whereas others came up with categories that pointed 

to such contradictions, for instance, "academic proletariat." Thirteen women described their 

childhood and their current status as middle-class. Four women described their family background 

as working-class and their CUTI"ent status as "educated class." Two women described themselves as 

coming from a working-class background and answered "student" to the question about their 

current status. The two artists among my interview-partners described their background as 

working-class and their current situation as "belonging to the sociocultural scene" and as "artistic 

proletariat" respectively. One woman described herself as formerly "bourgeois lower-dass" and 

currently "academic proletariat." And one woman saw her background as "bourgeois middle-class" 

and described her present situation as "alternative middle-class." Overall, the majority of my 

interview partners counted themselves among thl~ mi.ddle-class. 

The illiterviews 

With few exceptions, the interviews took place at the participants' homes or workplaces. I 

asked each woman to suggest a place where she would feel comfortable, and most women invited 

me to their homes. For some it was more convenient to meet me at their workplaces. Three 

interviews were conducted at apartments of family members or friends of mine with whom I stayed 

during the months I spent in Germany. And one interview took place in a restaurant. The 

interviews ranged in length between two hours and four and a half hours; the average length was 

three hours. 
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In preparing myself for the interviews, I had worked out a list of topics that I wanted to 

address. However, I was also interested in seeing what issues my interview partners would 

introduce themselves in talk.ing about national! identity. Therefore, I tried to let the women 

determine the topics as much as possible and saved specific questions to be asked late into the 

interview. l2 I generally started the interviews with the question: "Is national identity something that 

you have thought about often or rarely throughout your life?"l3 Although this was a relatively 

complicated as well as vague question, it proved to be a good lead-in to the interviews, as it almost 

always evoked long and detailed responses, in which my interview partners often already touched 

upon most of the issues I would have wanted to talk about. That way, I did not have to introduce 

these issues out of nowhere but could come back to something they had already mentioned, and., 

more importantly, I could get a sense of what they deemed most relevant in discussing national 

identity. 

Overall, I was fortunate in that most women were highly interested in the subject of the 

research and took a lot of initiative in introducing topics, thus making it easy for me to lead the 

interviews in an informal way. During the first few interviews I had to consult my list of topics 

every now and then, so as to not lose track of important issues I wanted to cover. With increasing 

practice, this was no longer necessary, and I could follow my interview partners' leads without 

losing sight of the territory we covered. However, while I thought that it was preferable to let my 

interview partners determine the course of the interviews as much as possible, a few women 

12 One could describe the interviews as partly unstructured and partly semi-structured (Sarantakos 
1998:247). For the most part, I tried to conduct the interviews in a nondirective way and to leave the 
direction and the specific areas covered in the control of participants (Adams. and Schvaneveldt 1991:216). 
When participants stopped introducing new topics, I began to introduce issues; but I did so without following 
a strict procedure or a structured interview guide. I was rather focused on further exploring participants' 
particular experiences in relation to the topic of my study. 

13 In several cases, a woman and I were already engaged in a conversation that was directly 
addressing issues I wanted to cover in the interview before we 'officially' began the interview. In such cases, 
I often ended up asking a woman to hold her thoughts until we had gone over the consent form together, 
clarified any remaining questions she might have, and turned on the tape recorder, and then we began the 
interview from where we had lelA: offbefore. 
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seemed somewhat irritated by the fact that they did not perceive much structure in the way I 

conducted the interview. This did not seem to be a problem during the interviews, but rather 

occurred to these women at the end of the interviews. At that point, some women asked me 

whether what we had talked about was useful to me at all. This concern surprised me at fIrst 

because I did not expect my interview partners to feel responsible for the outCOffij~ of the interviews 

or the research in general. But it seems that my interviewing style, that is my trying to follow 

participants' leads for much of the interview and my not taking more, or more obvious, control 

over its course, might have caused some women to feel that it was their responsibility to provide 

me with the 'right' information. I tried to assure them that the information they shared with me was 

very signifIcant to my work and that I could not have wished for more. Yet, such incidents made 

me reconsider what I thought my interview partners expected the interview to be like and realize 

that I had never thought about the possibility of the interviews being too informal, I had rather 

worried about them being too formal. 

Before the beginning of each interview, I repeated what I had stated in the consent form 

that the participant signed. I gave a brief oveTView of the purpose of my research and reminded the 

participant that she could withdraw from the study at any point during or after the interview. I also 

reminded her that she could ask for the tape !recorder to be turned off at any point ~md that she 

should feel free to decline .answering particular questions. I further encouraged her to inquire about 

the purpose of my questio:ns or to redirect questions back at myself, as well as to add questions of 

her own. None of my interview partners requested that the tape recorder be turned off, but some did 

decline to answer specifIc questions. Several women redirected questions at myself or asked me 

questions of their own. However, only in very few interviews did the exchange approximate a 

balanced conversation. Most interviews followed the conventional model in that I asked the 

questions and the participant answered without asking many or any questions of me. Many women 

only began to ask questions of me after we wefe fmished with the interview. It seems that the 
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expectations they brought to the interview, concerning my and their role in the exchange, prevented 

them from turning the tables during the course of the interview. Still, I tried to be explicit about my 

location and interests in what I was doing. While I did not share personal opinions or experiences 

when it seemed that my interview partner was not interested in such, I did relate experiences and 

views of my own in situations where that was asked for or seemed appropriate. For c~xample, 

sometimes a woman would describe an experience, the meanings or implications of which she 

seemed to fmd difficult to communicate, and woulld ask me whether I understood what she meant. 

In such situations, I would sometimes offer a rdated or contrasting experience of my own. A 

subsequent discussion of the similarities or differences of our experiences often helped to clarify 

what my interview partner wanted to convey to me. Also, in cases where a woman made political 

statements that I did not agree with, but she seemed to assume that I shared her views, I pointed out 

that my opinion differed from hers, since I did not want her to disclose her views under such false 

assumptions. While I had concerns that such behavior on my part could lead a woman to censor 

herself, most often the effect was quite the opposite and she would elaborate on her own opinion. 

Such behavior on behalf of a researcher might be seen by some as 'falsifying' the results of 

the research; however, I would suggest that not only is it impossible for any researchc~r to take up a 

completely disinterested and objective position, but participants also bring to the research situation 

their own assumptions about the motivations and opinions of the researcher, whether she discloses 

these or not. Thus, I tried to be open and honest about myself while also seeking not to be 

judgmental in any way nor to impose my own views on the conversation. 

Nevertheless, while I was trying to avoid the traditional role of the distant and inscrutable 

researcher, to be as explicit as possible about where I was coming from and how I was situated in 

my research, and to take a dialogical approach to the research as far as my interview partners 

seemed to welcome it, issues of power relations in research are not resolved by such strategies. No 

matter how vulnerable I was willing to make myself in the exchanges with my intervi,ew partners, I 

am the one who has final control over what I will make of what they shared with me alnd how I will 



represent them. I continue to be amazed by the openness and trust which I was offemd by the 

women whom I interviewed, and I hope I will live up to what they have granted me in attempting 

to provide an adequate representation of their views and experiences. But my analysis and 

representation is, of course, limited by the specificities of what I was able to perceivc~ in, and 

understand about, what these women were telling me. 

94 

At the same time, what they were telling me about themselves was also filtered through 

their perceptions of me and the interview situation, affected by how trustworthy or non-judgmental 

they considered me to be and by their interpretation of the purpose of my research. Oftentimes, a 

woman would come back to something she mentioned earlier in the interview and add crucial 

pieces of information or elaborate on it at a later point, which suggests that the impre:ssion she got 

of me during the course of the interview influenced what experiences and information about herself 

she was willing to share with me. Thus, sometimes a woman's presentation of herself changed 

significantly during the course of an interview. 

My interview partners also brought various understandings of my role as the researcher and 

their role as the interviewee to the exchange. A few women, particularly women who were 

significantly older than me, adopted the role of a teacher during the interview. They tended to take 

a lot of control over the interview, sometimes to the extent of ignoring or passing over questions I 

asked. As a result, their narratives of themselves seem more unified and devoid ofbr,eaks and 

contradictions than the self-representations that developed in such interviews in whic:h women 

mostly just responded to the questions I asked 1hem and did not take much initiative in determining 

the course of the interview. In contrast, some women seemed to perceive me as an expert on 

'correct' feminist politics and to expect a kind of 'evaluation' of their views. For example, when I 

asked one woman at the end of the interview (as I did after each interview) how she liked the way I 

conducted it, what she thought of the questions I asked, and whether she would like to provide 

some criticism or suggestions for changes, she replied that she had expected me to bf~ more 

confrontational and to indicate to her which of her views might be racist. She had wanted to 
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participate in my research because she was interested in detecting racist or nationalistic attitudes 

within herself, and she was a little disappointed about the fact that I did not provide more critical 

feedback on her views. There were also some women who appeared concerned about not being 

knowledgeable enough to make a significant contribution to my research. Two women even asked 

me upon arranging the interview whether they should prepare themselves by reading up on the 

topics of my research, and one woman began the interview by telling me about which areas of 

feminist theory and political activism she had knowledge about and excused herself for not 

knowing more about other areas. I told these women that I was not interested in 'testing' 

knowledge but in fmding out about their personal experiences and views. Neverthdess, these three 

women initially seemed hesitant to tell me about any personal experiences. One woman asked me 

whether I was really interested in "mundane" stories about herself They seemed either to consider 

their own experiences as not important or relevant enough to be the subject of somebody' s research 

or they might not have felt comfortable about sharing personal experiences, possiblly because they 

were concerned about judgements on my part. In these three interviews, I tried to be even more 

careful with probes than I llsually attempted to be, as I did not want to push women beyond their 

comfort zones. Yet, eventually, all three women moved from presenting me with irnpersonal 

information and general opinions to talking about their own lives and experiences in detail and in 

terms that suggested a considerable level of self-reflectiveness and critical awareness of the 

specificities of their experiences and social positions. The impression I got was that, given that my 

perception of them as concerned about being judged was accurate, this concern might have been 

related to the fact that they set very high standards for themselves in terms of being reflective and 

self-critical. They related some experiences to me that they undoubtedly felt vulnerable about, for 

example, incidents in which they had behaved in ways they considered ignorant, intolerant, racist, 

or something else they would rather not be. In such situations, I offered experiences: of my own as 

indication that I have been and still are struggling with similar issues and am certairlly not an expert 

on 'correct' feminists politics and behavior. I emphasized that I think it is best not to get stuck in 



looking at such experiences only in tenns of personal failures, but to consider them in tenns of 

what they tell us about the conditions in which we grew up and live in now, and that I was not 

seeking to morally judge but to learn from the experiences participants shared with. me. 
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Power imbalances in research do not simply rest in the relationship between researcher and 

researched, but are also mediated by their locations within multiple social configurations of power. 

There is no straightforward way in which I could account for how such issues of power came into 

my research. To every interview situation, I brought my own interpretation of the n~lations of 

power in which my interview partners and myself were situated, and so did they. Our relation to 

each other was not in any simple way predetermined, but was established and negotiated in the 

course of our interactions. I could not know beforehand how a particular participan1t would perceive 

me and the relationship beviVeen us. Thus, I tried not to make assumptions about similarities or 

differences between us while also trying to be aware of the specificity of my location and of the 

limitations to what I know. 

I found that interviewing women whose background was most similar to my own, in terms 

of that they were majority-Germans who grew up in the West and were under 30 years old, was by 

no means easier than interviewing women of different backgrounds than my own. In fact, I realized 

that I had to be much more careful about making assumptions when I interviewed women with 

whom I shared many social locations. These women also frequently assumed that I would know 

what they meant or where they were coming firom without them having to make explicit what they 

were getting at in a particulatr statement. I tried to be watchful in that regard and to make sure that I 

asked women to elaborate on certain points, even when I thought I knew what they meant, because 

I did not want to rely on my capacity to know !by virtue of shared background what ~:xactly they 

were implying. In contrast, women with whom I did not share particular social backgrounds 

usually expressed their views and described their experiences in more elaborate and explicit terms, 

probably because they did not expect me to share the same experiences and outlook. 
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The dynamics between my interview partners and myself was different in every interview, 

and each of the women whom I interviewed also brought their own agenda to the encounter. A 

number of women told me that they welcomed the chance to talk about an issue that they found to 

be taboo in the feminist and other contexts they participate in. Two majority-Gemlan women 

pointed out that they appr;eciated being able to reflect on what they considered a touchy issue in a 

situation where they could remain anonymous. One of them put it this way: 

Luci: "The whole issue of German ness, talking about itfoels like walking lOver thin 
ice, like you can break in at any pOint. lv/os! people seem to be afraid to even touch 
upon it, like you don't know what you might get yourself into. It's easier to think 
through some of this stuffin the context of an interview like thiS, where you can 
remain anonymous. It gives you some leeway to explore things without having to 
worry about immediate consequences. ,,14 

Thus, many women seemed to offer themselves to be interviewed because: they expected 

the interview to provide them with an opporltunity to reflect on issues that were of significant 

concern to themselves. However, not all women seemed to bring to the interview such a personal 

investment in the topic of my research. In at least two cases it appeared more like ]oarticipants 

wanted to do me a favor. They seemed to offer me to interview them out of a commitment to 

supporting young feminist researchers, not so much because they were interested in the topic of my 

research. A majority-German woman from the East told me that she agreed to be interviewed 

because she was concerned about divisions between feminists of different backgrounds and a lack 

of communication across such divisions. She expressed the hope that her participa1ion in my study 

14 In order to visibly distinguish quotations from the interview transcripts from citations of published 
texts, my interview partners' words are set in italics. In translating their statements, I have tried to produce as 
literal a translation as was possible without seriously infringing on comprehensibility. In cases where women 
used metaphors or idioms for which there exist equivalent or closely corresponding expressions in English, I 
have used the English counterpart. Where this was not the case, I either translated them literally when I 
deemed the meaning of the metaphor or idiom to be comprehensible to English readers, or I paraphrased 
them if the meaning of such expressions would have been lost or obscured in the translation. I did not make 
stylistic corrections and I retained characteristics of spoken language (for instance, incomplete sentences) in 
putting the women's speech into written form. All the names by which I refer to the women are pseudonyms. 
Information about age refers to the women's ages at the time of the interviews. I have left OIut or changed 
information by which individual women could be identified, for example, their exact location of residence or 
the names of institutions they worked for or were involved with. 
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could contribute in some way to building up such communication. And two of my interview 

partners told me that part of the reason why they responded to my call for participants was that they 

were in the process of devising qualitative, interview-based research projects oftheiir own, and they 

were interested in how I would conduct fue interview and in experiencing themselvl~s in the role of 

an interviewee. 

Partial visions and the status of interview narratives 

The various motivations, assumptions, interpretations, and investments that my interview 

partners and myself brought to the interview situations affected our interactions and the form and 

content of the narrative self-representations forwarded by my interview partners. These self­

representations cannot be considered concordant or unambiguous delineations of who these women 

are. An interview situation never provides a neutral window into people's experiencl~s and sense of 

identity and cannot produce uninvolved accounts of these. Yet, it is not only because the interview 

situation actively influences the kinds of knowledge and the representations that are constructed 

and assembled in the encounter that interviews cannot result in straightforward refle~~tions of social 

facts or ontological levels. In fact, interviewees themselves have no unmediated perspective on 

their identity and experience that one could try to capture through an interview. 

Anthropological and other studies on concepts of self or personhood and on notions of 

identity show experiences and understandings of self and identity to be anchored within social 

relations and culturally specific frames of communication and interpretation. The concept of self, 

Elvi Whittaker argues, is a "metaphor" for sometluing "assumed to exist" (1992:200). The notion of 

self allows humans to organize their experiences in a way that they are able to experience 

themselves as coherent, continuous beings. PaUll Ri.coeur (1991) as well as Elinor Ochs and Lisa 

Capps (1996), among many others, argue that the organization or production of a continuous and 

coherent sense of self is achieved through narrative interpretation of experience, as narrative 

provides a structure that allows to impose order on events that are otherwise disconlll~cted, to 
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establish links between past, present, and imagined future, and to construct wholeness and unity out 

of multiple and contradictOlY experiences. Narrative further provides an interface bletween self and 

society; narrative serves to establish and interpret social relations, while the social context 

constitutes the matrix within which narratives of self are constructed and enacted and within which 

they acquire specific meanings. As self-experience and self-interpretation are embedded within 

social relations, they are also entangled in the relations of power that structure the social context. 

Dorinne Kondo points out that "some ways of being in the world" are always "more legitimate, 

more rewarded, more recognized than others - as anyone in a marginal or minority position will 

attest" (Kondo 1990:301) and calls for attention to the ways in which "our institutions, languages, 

and social formations - schools, corporations, families, and meaningful cleavages such as class, 

race, gender, and age - are vehicles for the disciplinary production of selves" (1990:305). Thus, 

people's narrative constructions of themselves need to be understood as situated within particular 

contexts and relationships that make possible or call for particular self-representations. 

Given that "[i]dentity is not a fixed 'thing,' it is negotiated, open, shifting, ambiguous, the 

result of culturally available meanings and open-ended, power-laden enactments of1hose meanings 

in everyday situations" (Kondo 1990 :24), the content of an interview can never be considered to 

provide a defmitive account of a person's understanding of her identity and experience. Identity 

and experience are themselves not objective ontological facts, but the result of processes of 

narrativization and interpretation (Ochs and Knapp 1992). Therefore, Jerome Bruner suggests, "life 

as led is inseparable from life as told - or more bluntly, a life is not 'how it was' but how it was 

interpreted and reinterpreted, told and retold" (1987 :31). There is no impartial or complete 'truth' 

about people and their lives that could be captured in an in.terview; at most, one can hope to 

account for a 'moment' within continuous process,es of people's making sense of their experience 

and of how they are situated within social worlds. Yet, an interview cannot simply re~cord such a 

moment; rather, the interview situation, as a relatively artificial social context, produces a 

particular performance of such a moment and actively influences procedures of reflel;;tion and 
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making sense. As Ruth Frankenberg notes in introducing her interview-based study of the ways in 

which race shapes the lives of white women in the United States: "An interview is not, in any 

simple sense, the telling of a life so much as it is an incomplete story angled toward my questions 

and each woman's ever-changing sense of self and of how the world works" (1993 :41). 

However, a recognition of the extent to which the 'ethnographic truth' one is able to put 

forward is "inherently partial- committed and incomplete" (Clifford 1986:7) need not lead to the 

conclusion that the results of interview-based research are arbitrary, reveal nothing beyond what 

went on in the interview situation itself, and cannot comment on existing social worlds. 

The narratives people produce of themselves are not free-floating but draw on particular 

knowledges, conceptual frameworks, or "discursive repertoires" (Frankenberg 1993) provided by 

the sociocultural contexts in which narrators are situated and in relation to which they make sense 

of themselves. Their narratives of themselves, while not objective and stable, can bl~ seen as 

specific windows into aspects of particular social worlds. As articulations of temporary subject 

positions they can provide insight into what kind of identities and subjectivities are constructed 

within particular social and historical contexts. As Jerome Bruner states with regard to life 

narratives: "Given their constructed nature and their dlependence upon the cultural conventions and 

language usage, life narratives obviously reflect the prevailing theories about "possible lives" that 

are part of one's culture. Indeed, one important way of characterizing a culture is by the narrative 

models it makes available for describing the course ofa life" (1987: 15). Applying his argument to 

narratives of identity, such narratives can provide insight into concepts or models of identity 

employed by people situated in particular contexts. 

In addition, to the extent that an interview-based study draws on several inte:rviews with a 

range of interviewees, the understanding of a social world gained from individual interviews can be 

tested and deepened by reading various intervilews with and against each other in order to see how 

each comments on the others and on the wider social and historical context which participants 

shared. 
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Yet, given that the viewpoints of both researchers and participants consist of '''a mix of 

insight and blindness, reach and limitations, impartiality and bias," as Renato Rosaldo notes, "taken 

together they achieve neither omniscience nor a unified master narrative but complex 

understandings of ever-changing, multifaceted social realities" (1993:128). 

Based on the above considerations about what kind of 'ethnographic truth' this interview­

based study is able to offer, I suggest that the account I present in this thesis would best be 

understood not as an attempt at rendering something that is objectively given but as an incomplete 

and subjective narrativizationand interpretation of the self-representations that were co-constructed 

by my interview partners and myself through our interactions in the interviewing proc1ess. 

Of course, noting that both researcher and participants bring to the research limited and 

partial perspectives and co-construct understandings of social realities that necessarily remain 

incomplete does not absolve the researcher from taking full responsibility for the representation she 

produces. Starting from the awareness that one can never fully know another person and 

completely account for what they meant by something they said, setting out to producle what one 

hopes will be an adequate representation of others is a daunting endavour. Nevertheless, I agree 

with those who argue that, while we must be aware of the limitations to what we are able to 

perceive and know and of the partiality of any account we can produce, we must, at the same time, 

not allow ourselves to be paralyzed by this awareness or to escape into self-centered modes of 

reflexivity in which everything else disappears behind the problem of the researcher's own 

subjectivity. As Patti Lather suggests: "In an era of rampant reflexivity, just getting on with it may 

be the most radical action one can make" (1991 :20). Donna Haraway (1991) further points out that 

a realization of the inherent limitations of any claims to truth and knowledge about th~: world must 

not be responded to with cynicism, but should rather be greeted for opening up questions about 

ways of knowing. "The knowing self," she notes, "is partial in all its guises, never finished, whole, 

simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore 
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able to join with another, to see together without claiming to be another" (1991:193; emphasis in 

the original). Against analytical traditions that proclaim to present unmediated accounts of the 

'real' world from a disembodied perspective, projects of reaching a "view from above," she 

proposes a practice of connection that starts from owning one's view "from somewhl;:re," as 

accounting for the 'real' world does not, she argues, "depend on a logic of 'discovery', but on a 

power-charged social relation of 'conversation'" (1991: 198). 

The account that follows brings together various partial visions, that of my interview 

partners and my own. I hope that my presentation of their views is open enough to allow for 

disagreement and different interpretations. Of course, I had ultimate control over how I 'stitched 

together' their various views and experiences. Yet, I wanted to avoid producing an account that 

simply uses interview excerpts to 'garnish' an argument that was developed at a distance from the 

concrete content of the interviews. My goal rather was to build my account on the women's words 

as much as possible. However, as I was getting down to the task, I soon realized that I could not 

include all the different experiences and viewpoints on all the different topics and issues that were 

brought up in the interviews and that I would have to make difficult and consequential decisions 

concerning what to feature and what to leave out. 

As I wanted to hold on to my goal of giving much room to women's own wordls and 

drawing my discussion from these, I was left with two options: I could select a small number of 

interviews and address only these, or I could select one or two of the topics that featured 

prominently in all or most interviews and leave out the other issues. Because I considered the 

diversity in the views of the women I interviewed to be the most significant aspect of the 

interviews as a whole and because I wanted to honor the time and energy that each woman spared, 

selecting only a few interviews to draw on was not an acceptable solution. 15 Hence, I decided to 

15 However, I eventually decided not to consider in this thesis the interviews with the women who 
came to Germany from Brazil and from Argentina. These two women approached questions of German 
national identity from the perspective of understanding themselves to be outsiders, as they professed to a 
Brazilian or Argentinean national identity respectively. The interviews with these two women focused 
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focus most of the discussion in this thesis on one issue. The history of National Socialism and the 

Holocaust, which is central to discussions of national identity in the German context in general, 

came up in all of the interviews, and most of my interview partners considered this to be one of the 

most or even the most crucial issue in relation to questions of German identity. Th~: different ways 

in which my interview partners related to this history and interpreted its meaning in the present 

further provide a useful ground for a discussion of locational politics. Therefore, I decided to 

concentrate mainly on my jnterview partners' views on the history of National Socialism and the 

Holocaust. 16 However, before turning to these in chapter 4, I provide an overview of the other 

issues that my interview partners deemed relevant to a discussion of German national identity and 

of the range of views they put forward concerning these issues in chapter 3. The final chapter of 

this thesis takes up the different understandings of German national identity presented in chapters 3 

and 4 and considers them in terms of what kinds of politics of location they imply or enable. 

largely on their views on these national identities and on comparisons between their experiences in Germany 
and in their countries of origin. While their views and experiences are relevant to the topic of my work, 
within the limits of this thesis I cannot adequately account for their specificities. My original plan had been to 
devote a chapter to the issue of multi- 'racial' Imulti-national coalition work, to which their views and 
experiences in this regard woulld have been very significant. However, as it turned out that le:ss than half of 
all the women I interviewed had been involved in such contexts, I can only present a limited discussion of 
issues relating to coalition work (see chapter 5). Yet, I hope that I will be able to address the views and 
experiences these two women shared with me in another context at a later point. 

16 While this limited thematic focus allows me to feature a larger number of individual views on a 
particular issue and to give a better impression of the range of views women put forward, I still cannot 
represent all the women in the same depth. Some women are quoted to a much larger extent :than others are. 
Particularly in cases where a number of women put forward very similar views, I do not address them all in 
the same detail but choose a few quotes as illustrations. My quoting some women more extensively than 
others should in no way be taken as a statement concerning the value of what individual women said. All of 
the interviews have informed this thesis, and their contribution cannot be measured by how often I refer to 
them explicitly. 



Chapter 3 

Realms of belonging: history, culture, nation, state 

In Itrod uction 

This chapter will provide a broad outline of the topics and issues that my interview partners 

deemed relevant in discussing what being German meant to them. I will introduce these issues by 

way of putting forward short portraits of eight women I interviewed. These portraits are presented 

in the fIrst person, as they consist of passages from the interview transcripts. I start with these 

portraits for three reasons: First, in being presented with literal quotations, rather than summarizing 

comments provided by myself, readers can obtain a more immediate impression of how these 

women talked about what being German meal1t to them. Second, whereas the subsequent chapter 

will focus on what individual women said in relation to a particular aspect of Germ'ill national 

identity (the historical context), the portraits allow me to show that my interview partners 

understood the issue of national identity as multi-layered and contextual. And third, in putting 

together these eight portraits, I also seek to begin conveying an impression of the heterogeneity in 

my interview partners' approaches to the issue of German identity. 

In selecting a number of interviews, and particular statements within these imterviews, to be 

formed into portraits, my main goal was to introduce the range of topics we discussled and to 

demonstrate the diversity in women's views Qin these issues.! Going through all the transcripts 

several times, it became clear to me that no particular selection could possibly achi.e:ve more than to 

1 Initially, I considered providing portraits of all the 27 women on the interviews with whom this 
thesis is based. However, I decided against that because of concerns that such a large number of portraits 
would present the reader with a veritable 'avalanche' of information and impressions, within which it would 
be difficult to orient oneself In limiting myself to eight portraits, I was seeking to minimize the risk of such 
'information overload' while still providing the reader with some substantial insight into the: larger 
heterogeneous and multi-faceted picture that the interviews taken together present. These eight portraits are 
not representative of all the concerns and viewpoints that women formulated in the interviews. They rather 
serve as a starting point for discussing their various experiences and perspectives. 
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approximate an adequate representation of the heterogeneity within their experiences and opinions. 

In putting together the following eight portraits, I am making a [lIst step towards capturing this 

diversity. The subsequent discussion in this and other chapters will provide further details and fiU 

in some of the gaps that exist in this introductory illustration of the issues my intervi,ew partners 

grappled with in making sense of questions relating to national identity. 

Reading these narratives with and against each other will provide insights into the 

historical, sociocultural, and political context in which these women thought through questions of 

German identity. At the same time, their narratives of what it means to be German are also marked 

by how they were positioned in multiple and intersecting social relations, most prominently 

ethnicity or race, geographical origin, gender, age, religious background (even if secularized), and 

political orientation.2 These narratives do not represent slight variations of some 'master-narrative' 

of Germanness. Instead, the different positions these women occupied. in contemporary German 

society as well as in relation to dominant conceptions of Germanness shaped their particular 

experiences and had profound effects on how they constructed and negotiated their identity as 

Germans. 

2 Two more factors usually considered crucial illl approaches to identities and social positions as 
anchored within a nexus of relations, namely class and sexual orientation, were rarely brought up by my 
interview partners when they dis.cussed the issue of national identity. While women who identified as lesbian, 
bisexual, or queer spoke about what these identities meant to them, often in relation to telling me about what 
feminism meant to them, they did not establish a direct connection between their sexual preference/identity 
and their national identity. Only one woman made a statement in which she brought the two issues together 
(see chapter 4). The issue of class was only mentioned by a very small number of women. And, as with the 
issue of sexual orientation, these women mostly did not explicitly discuss class in relation to what it means to 
be German. I am hesitant to draw any conclusions from the fact that most of my interview partners seemed to 
see issues of class and sexual orientation as being of marginal or no relevance to discussions of national 
identity. For one thing, it might be a coincidence that none of the women I spoke with gave greater 
importance to these factors in dealing with questions of national identity; interviewing more or other women 
might have resulted in a different picture. Furthermore, the fact that these women predominantly did not 
establish an explicit connection between their socioeconomic status or their sexual orientation and their 
attitudes towards questions of national identity does 110t provide sufficient evidence that these factors have no 
bearing on how individuals positnon themselves towards the nation. It might have been possible to find some 
indication for such connections by looking for similrurities in what women with a particular socioeconomic 
background or sexual identity said concerning issues of national identity. However, the results of such an 
investigation would have been rather speCUlative. Therefore, I have decided against such an approach and 
will base my analysis of connections between understandings of national identity and women's: social and 
cultural positions on what can be deduced from the statements made in the interviews. 
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Faced with the task of arranging the portraits in any particular sequence, I had considered 

grouping together women who shared a certain background, for instance, West Germans and East 

Germans. While this might have helped readers in appreciating how certain similarities in the 

narratives relate to a shared background, it could have distracted from noting similarities that exist 

across different backgrounds. Therefore, I decided against a deliberate grouping of these narratives 

and opted for a random order. Whereas there surely is more resonance between certain of these 

narratives than between others, each of them provides a particular perspective on the: larger context 

in which these women articulated their sense of national identity. In abstaining from organizing the 

portraits according to how these women were situated in partiCUlar social and geopollitical relations, 

I do not mean to downplay the significance of such positions. I rather want to avoid reducing their 

views to mere effects of such positions. How a woman was situated within various slllch relations 

and what she made of that position - how she negotiated it in relation to others and in conceiving 

of herself - are two different things. 

Particular themes and issues keep reoccurring in these eight narratives as well as in the 

statements of other women I interviewed. Whille I will discuss these in detail after presenting the 

portraits, the following brief overview might he helpful to readers as a map for orientation. Of all 

the issues that my interview-partners deemed relevant to a discussion of what it means to be 

German, the historical context, particularly the legacy of National Socialism, was definitely the 

most important one to the majority of these women. Another dominant theme was the individual's 

implication in, or relation to, such structures and constructions as Volk, nation, and the state; that is, 

questions of status and privilege or exclusion. Many women further spoke about being German in 

terms of a particular socialization or cultural mould. They referred to values and nonns that they 

had internalized and pointed to language as constituting a specific universe of meaning and a site of 

social interaction. And, fmally, connected to all these themes and issues are questions of belonging, 

not just in structural terms, but also in terms ofinc1usion in or exclusion from an ':imagined' 

community. In talking about being German, my interview partners, wittingly or unwittingly, 
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constructed or reproduced certain notions of Gennanness as well as other collective identities. And 

in constructing these notions they also positioned themselves in relation to them, that is, inside or 

outside various collectivities. 

Thus, I suggest that these women understood Germanness as a question of belonging in 

cultural terms, in historical terms, in terms of an association with a people or nation and a nation-

state, and in relation to an imagined community .. These are distinct but not separate realms; rather, 

in many regards, they are closely connected with each other. (For instance, views on the German 

nation-state were often articulated in relation to the history of that state. Equally, rdlections on 

history play into perceptions of German cultwre and society today.) 

But for now I want to postpone further discussion of these different realms of belonging 

and tum to the presentation of the portraits. After each portrait, I provide brief summarizing 

comments. These are not intended to constitute comprehensive analyses; rather, they serve to 

recapitulate in broad strokes some of the territory covered in each narrative and to b~ghlight some 

sigmficant points that will later be discussed in more detail. 

Eight perspectives on German identity 

Julia 

was 55 years old, had grown up in the former GDR and lived in East Germ~my. She was 

white and Christian-secularized. She had studied history and currently worked as project manager 

for a women's center. 

"1 always saw national identity as negative, 1 always saw it against the 
background offascism and the crimes committed by the German people. It is a 
difficult issue; 1 was not myself part of that, but 1 cannot step out of that origin, 1 
am born into this and so 1 am part ofit now. Well, there was also the antifascist 
resistance; these people prOVided a kind of role model with which 1 could identify. 
But overall, German was something burdened, something negative. 1 could identify 
more easily with the GDR and also this attempt at creating an alternative, a 
society that would never allow faSCism to rise again. We can debate about the 
extent to which this was realized. But I find it quite difficult to identify with the 
united Germany. I never wanted that, it is not my country. There is this line, I don't 



know whom it's from: '1 love Germany so much, 1 want to have as many 
Germanies as possible. ' [laughs] So 1 would rather we still had two German 
states. That would have kept a limit on this attitude of 'we are a great power once 
again. ' But that's what we have now, and 1 don't like it at all. 

1 was not in the opposition movement, but 1 experienced the time around 
and after October 1989 as really exciting. There was a real sense ofpossibility, a 
window of opportunity for constructive change. But my ideal was to change the 
GDRfrom within, to' achieve a truly democratic socialism, and a truly plural 
SOCiety. 1 wanted mO're pluralism than what existed in the West. 1 had studied that 
society and my job allowed me to' travel there. So 1 somewhat knew what the FRG 
was like, and that was not my ideal. 1 was against the travel prohibitions, but the 
way in which the opening of the Wall occurred, that was really the end of the 
GDR. After that, there wasn't much of a chance for other developments than 
unification. And 1 filt sick in the face of the slogan 'We are one people. ' 1 really 
liked 'We are the people. ' That 1 could identifY with, a democratic alternative to 
these authoritarian structures. But when they started waving the FRG-flag and this 
'We are one people, ' that made me siCk. 1 could not identifY with the Germany that 
was called for. And 1 left the country sticker on my car that said 'GDR. ' 1 thought, 
the GDR isn't going to go under that fast. Let's see how long the sticker takes to 
whither away. 

And with that sticker on my car, 1 went to visit my parents. That was in the 
summer of 1990. My father had been a party-functionary. He had served the GDR 
with the same sense of discipline with which he had served Hitler. He was always 
100 percent about it. We were not allO'wed to watch Western TV programs O'r listen 
to Western radio. He never concerned himselfwith the West. That way, he could 
stick to a simplifiedworldview, this thinking in terms offriends and enemies. 
However, after the Wende, it did not take him long to unpack what he had locked 
away when he became a loyal servant to the GDR. He almost immediately 
regained an identification with that Germany. And he is sitting there on his couch 
and watches the national soccer team play and screams/or Germany. That really 
baffled me. He had been much more identified with thl! ideology of the GDR than 1 
had been. And then I realized what was goinR on. and I swd (0 (hem, 'You two 
grew up in Germany, then you lived in the Gf)R. and now you are hack in 
Germany. 'And my father said, 'And that's where It"1! l1ht"l~rs wanted to be. ' That 
was a real blow. So 1 said, 'And I did not want to he there. ' J /il'ed my whole life in 
the GDR, that's where my personal development took place, my positive and my 
negative experiences, that's the country 1 was at home in. J still get very emotional 
when I think about that, when 1 realize that my whole I(fe ... well ... [Cries] ... when 
I realize that 1 am somewhere totally different now, where J feel alien, where I am 
not at home ... And my father starts bugging me about the CDR-sticker on my car, 
'You and your GDR-nostalgia, would you please take note that the GDR is over 
and done with!' And I responded, 'That the GDR is over and done with, that's our 
fault. That's not a question of destiny. You and I, among many others, have to take 
responsibility for the GDR 's failure. ' And that's how 1 see it. We have to ask 
ourselves what we could have done differently, where we were not critical enough, 
where we were opportunistic. These are the questions that preoccupy me. And 1 
cannot identifY with that Germany. I identifY with certain people, from East and 
West, with whom I share views and ideas about politics and SOCiety. But I don't 
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identify with this society that we have now. And, frankly, it pisses me off that it is 
my generation which is trying to dispose of the past, which likes to pretend that 
this is all over now and puts the case for that so-called 'normalization. 'And then 
they go off to war again [against Yugoslavia}. It's awfol, it makes me siCk. My 
generation should really know better than to evoke this great power stuff once 
again, to consider national chauvinism acceptable again. We were not part of Nazi 
Germany, but we could still see the nlins. " 
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Julia described a profound sense of allienation that had taken hold of her since the demise 

of the GDR and German unification. She coulld not identify with the united Germany and was 

struggling with feelings of uprootedness or displacement, as the society with which she had been 

identified, with which her personal development and her life experiences were entwined, had been 

superseded by' a different kind of society. Thus, she had lost the frame of reference against which 

she had oriented herself and in which she had felt at home. In the wake of the transformation of her 

life world, she also experienced ruptures in her personal relations, as some people around her, for 

example, her father, related to the new society in very different ways than she did. Her experience 

was being devalued, not only by the general post-unification demolition of the GDR-experience, 

but also by people with whom she had shared that experience. 

Part of why she could not identify with the united Germany was that she had always seen 

Germanness as negative because for her it was inextricably linked to the memory of Nazi Germany 

and the crimes committed by Germans. She could identify more easily with the GDR because she 

saw it as making a positive attempt at creating an alternative to the fascist past. She c:onceded that 

the "extent to which this was realized" was debatable, and she acknowledged that thle demise of the 

GDR was the result of internal deficits and failmes, for which she saw herself as shming 

responsibility. Still, she remained committed to some of the GDR's premises and was critical of the 

united Germany's politics, particularly attempts at 'normalization.' 

Anka 

was 37 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian-

socialized and worked as a teacher at a special needs school. 

"First andforemost 1 see myself as a radical-!eminist lesbian. But I have other 
identities as well. And, to some degree, I see contradictions within these identities, 
or I foel uncertain about some of them. That's mostly in relation to national 
identity. As a privileged white German ... that I find difficult sometimes. I only 
started to become conscious of that during my leftist politicization. At some pOint, 



racism became a central topic. Racism in general and also my own racist attitudes. 
My identity as a white, privileged person, and after that my position as a white, 
privileged German. This was mostly in relation to issues of gUilt and responsibility 
with regard to National Socialism. Butfirst was the issue of whiteness.] mostly 
looked at it on an international level. 1 rather wanted to distance myself from 
Germany. Which, to some extent, was also an attempt to circumvent dealing with 
that responsibility. That's of course the easie~t thing to do, to just make a step to 
the side. I did have this tendency to think or say that national identity was not an 
issue for me. But then] began to realize that I am fooling myself, that I cannot deal 
with it that way, because ... well, because of that responsibility. Because I am 
German, ] am SOCialized as a German. And my grandfather had forced labO'rers in 
his factory; that's something] have to confront myself with. ] cannot simply say, '] 
have nothing to do with all that, I don't see myself as German. ' For me, that was, 
or still is, a process of looking critically at myself and asking myself. where am I 
German, what does it mean to be German? And I never had a German identity that 
I didn't find problematic. Until I was 20 years old, I was not political at all, but I 
have never been proud to be German. And I think that National Socialism is a 
major factor in that; also in that I didn't want to confront myselfwith my own 
identity as a German. It is much easier to just distance oneselffrom that. But that 
doesn't change the fact that you're implicated in it, even though you might not 
always be aware of it. 

So what does it mean? ] think I am German in terms of my socialization, 
you know, I am overly punctual and extremely reliable. I don't have the talent for 
organizing that Germans are supposed to' have. But there are these typically 
German 'virtues, ' and] have internalized them to some degree, even though I 
might look at that critically. But] certainly don't have a sense of connectedness to 
all Germans. For example, I was not enthusiastic about unification, quite the 
opposite. That hysteria made me feel sick, and all that hypocrisy and ideolO'gy. To 
me, the GDR was a different country, a foreign country, one with a wall around it. 
But then there are things like the arsO'n attacks and other racist attacks, the 
increase in racism and national chauvinism since unification. I mean, I'm a leftist, 
I don't identity with the people who do that kind of thing or agree with it. But I do 
feel some kind of responsibility because these attacks are happening in the country 
I live in. So] share a responsibility to' build up resistance against these tendencies. 

But racism is a difficult issue. Sometimes 1 don't knOl1' how 1 should 
behave or act. I certainly don't want to act in racist ways. But then ... well, no real 
contact develops. I know a few Turkish and Kurdish women, and 1 would like to 
find out more about them, about their experience. But then 1 don't know how to 
ask, because I don't want them to foellike I am reducing them to their national or 
cultural origin or] am imposing my curiosity on them and exploit them in some 
way. I never know II?OW far I may go with that, and therefore I don't ask the 
questions in the first place. I don't know how to overcome that. I guess foelings of 
gUilt playa role in that. When 1 am in contact with migrants or black Germans, ] 
am more aware of my privileges, and] would like to be able to deal with that 
situation in a constructive way, but most often] feel rather awkward and insecure. 
And] want that to change, which means that] have to confront myself with the 
sources of my discomfort. So my motivation to deal with these issues is the 
discomfort I feel as a privileged, white German. ] know I cannot resolve that 
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status, but that's where my motivation comes from. And it's also about justice. 
When 1 look at myself in an international context, 1 know that, whether lUke it or 
not, 1 am on the side of the perpetrators. 1 am not a victim. But even though 1 am 
on the side of privilege, that injustice hurts me too. 1 want that situation to change. 
And 1 would be happy to give up my privileges if that would result in more justice 
in the world. So 1 think that progressive politics has to be international infocus. At 
the same time you must not pretend that you're beyond this construct of the nation. 
Even though you might be able to deconstruct it on an intellectual level, it's still 
active on other levels. And you have to confront yourself with that in order tlO work 
towards change. " 
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Anka had wanted to distance herself from her national association, and she saw the legacy 

of National Socialism as "major factor in that. "In avoiding to confront herself with her identity as 

a German, she had also been circumventing a confrontation with issues of guilt and responsibility 

in relation to that legacy. Yet, she had come to be critical of her former attitude and now 

considered it important to acknowledge that she was implicated in national and international 

structures, and in a way that placed her on the "side of privilege, " as well as that she: was 

"socialized as a German. " \Vhile she did not have a positive sense of connection to Germanness or 

to all Germans and was committed to antiracist and antinationalist politics with an international 

focus, she recognized a need to critically examine how her location and socialization as a German, 

particularly a white German, had shaped her and how her own discomfort about that location 

played into and affected her interactions with others. For the purpose of developing a progressive 

politics, she considered it not sufficient to only aim at deconstructing national identity, but she 

thought that there also needed to be an effort of coming to tenus with its effects on oneself. 

Karina 

was 33 years old, had grown up and lived in the GDR until she moved to West Germany in 

1988, where she still lived. She was Afro-Gennan, a Protestant priest, and currently headed a 

section of the women's department in the Protestant Church. 

"When I was six years old, I began to realize that I am o.(color. My mother had 
never mentioned that to me. So it was a rude awakening when I started going to 
school and the other children teased me and called me names. For the longest time 
I did not understand that this was about me. 1 realized that the other children had 
some problem with me, but 1 did not understand what it was because 1 did not see 
myself as of color. 1 tried so hard, 1 wanted to be accepted. And 1 had internalized 
this notion that German equals white, and so 1 split myself off from the fact that 1 
am of color. 1 rejected it, 1 mean, nobody taught me to accept it. When 1 came 



home and told my mother that the kids at school had called me 'Negro doll :' 
['Negerpuppe'}, my mother just said, 'Why? You are white. 'Well, my mother is 
white. My father is Ghanaian. I never met him, which is typical for that time. I 
guess this was a shameful thingfor my mother. A few years after I was born, she 
married my white stepfather. And he was very nice to me, but there was a line that 
we never overstepped He never dared to talk to me about the fact that I am of 
color. Although, Ifelt that he acknowledged it, knew what it must meanfor me, and 
tried to look out for me. Without saying it he signaled me that I shouldn't feel 
ashamed for my color. My mother just denied it. She still does that, she doesn't 
acknowledge the fact that I am not white. And that is ... there is something like 
despise in that. But she is my mother, what can you do? [Cries} ... I have Mo 
white siblings and they struggle with that, too. They recognize and accept me as a 
person of color, I can share that with them, and they listen to me when I need to 
talk about it. They also felt the pain and all that came with that taboo. So, for a 
long time, I couldn 'f accept my identity as a woman of color. My color couldn't be 
part of my identity. Still, people constantly asked me about it. But I thought that I 
had to become white. For me, whiteness was safety, confidence, belonging.lfelt 
that I always had to be the best everything I did, so that people would accept me, 
would realize that I am actually really white, you know? [Laughs} Which is so 
grotesque, so ... it's painful. It was only in my Menties that I truly began to 
acknowledge the fact that I am of color, that I could say to myself, this is part of 
me, I cannot deny it. It took a lot of tears, a lot of pain, but at some point I realized 
that I do not have to feel shame for it, that I do belong too, not only the others. 

In the GDR, being German was mostly framed as 'we are the better 
Germans, 'you know, 'we are the ones who resisted the Nazis. The murderers, the 
fascists, they are all in the FRG. ' Of course, that was not true. But it was in 
people's heads. In my head as well. And when I came here in 1988, it was not 
talked about at all. There was this speechlessness, nobody seemed to want to talk 
about what this history meant for them or what it meant to be German. People did 
not want to think of themselves as German. I got the impression that I was totally 
conservative because I thought of myself as German. And I don't think you can 
deal with this history simply by saying that you are not German. You have to 
accept this as your own history in order to come to a constructive position. 

When people ask me where I come from, I say that I am German. I say that 
because I identifY with what we have here. But most people don 'f say, 'I am 
German. ' They say, 'I live here, 'or, 'I come from here, ' or something like that. Or 
they say, 'I'm not German, leave me alone with that!' They don't want to identifY 
with this country. And I am sure that this is so because of National Socialism. But 
they belong here anyway, whether they acknowledge it or not, whereas I have to 
prove that I belong, because I look different. It was like that in the GDR and it's 
the same thing in the FRG. When I came to the FRG, I did not have a passport, I 
was stateless. And I had to prove that J am German. In my case, that is not sa easy 
because I don't know who my father is. So I had to prove that my mother is 
German and that I dan 't have any contact with my father. That was the one lime 
that someone literally said to me, 'Prove that you are a German!' People often 
think that I am a Turk, and then I have to explain that I am not a Turk but an Afro­
German. 
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Well, so it took me a long time to understand that there is nothing wrong 
with being of color. But that doesn't mean that the struggle is over. I live as an 
Afro-German woman among mostly white people - that's my life, everyday" For 
example, in my work that means that I am sitting there with white fominists who 
feel awkward or ashamed and don't A710W how to deal with me. And I don't get it: 
They had the guts to stand up against men, but they are afraid ofme! I mean, 
what's there to be afraid off? I think what they are really afraid of is the idea that 
they could be perpetrators in some way. They tell me, 'Well, Karina, we like you, 
we don't see you as black And we try everything to get along well, and you spoil 
the peace by insisting on something that is really not important. ' They feel like I 
am declaring war when I simply want them to acknowledge that they are white and 
I am not. And so they make me the perpetrator, the bad one. They fall back into the 
role of victims, because when you are a victim, you cannot be a perpetrator. They 
want to go back into that comfY little hole and say, 1 am not guilty, I am a victim. ' 
And I am tired of being told that I am stirring strife. I am tired of being told that I 
am the problem. I want to stand up for who I am, and I am no longer willing to 
excuse myself for the fact that I mess up the simplified picture they all cling to. I 
hope that they will come to see it as chance that they have an Afro-German with 
them, a chance to reflect and grow together. " 
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Karina emphasized a number of times how difficult it had been for her to come to terms 

with the fact that she was of color. In a society where her skin color marked her as an 'outsider,' 

she was faced with constant questioning of her status as well as with harassment and given the 

message that she did not belong. Her mother 'solved' the issue for herself by denying the fact that 

her daughter was not white. For a long time, Karina herself could not accept herself as a person of 

color, had nobody to help her with this, and thus tried to split herself off from the fact that she was 

of color and to convince herself and the people aroundl her that she was "really actually white. " 

Only in her twenties did she stop rejecting it and began to claim it as part of herself as a well as to 

claim a sense of belonging, of being German that included her identification as a person of color. 

Whereas Karina identified as a German, "with what we have here, " her voice took on a 

note of sarcasm and mockery when she imitated (white) Germans as saying, "I'm not German, 

leave me alone with that!" She pointed out that they belonged anyway, while she wa.s confronted 

with challenges to her claim of belonging because of the color of her skin. She thought tha.t this 

disassociation was a way of avoiding a confrontation with the history of National Socialism, and 

she criticized it for being an impediment to dealing with this history in a constructive~ way. 

Karina's perception of the white feminists she worked with as feeling awkwlrrd and 

ashamed around her resonates with Anka's description offeeling inhibited and uncertain about how 

to approach her Kurdish and Turkish acquaintances. Both Anka and Karina identified feelings of 

guilt as a factor in such attitudes. Anka saw a need to confront herself with the sources of her 



discomfort in order to change her attitude, which corresponds to Karina's wish that these white 

women would stop seeing her as responsible for their discomfort, come out of their "comfY little 

hole, "and welcome the "chance to reflect and grow together. " 

Wiebke 
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was 49 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian 

(Protestant). She had studied history and education and worked for a women-assault helpline. 

"Coming to terms with the history of Nazism and its legacy has often been a 
central theme in my life. It comes up again and again. When I was a child, I 
wanted to find out about what had been going then. I wondered why my family 
never talked about it. All I heard was that my grandfather had been held in Russia 
as a prisoner of war. And they made it sound like that made him a hero. At the 
same time I was reading books like Anne Frank's diary and other books dealing 
with the suffering of Jews. They had quite an effect on me and raised all these 
questions, you know, what was going then? How could this people do such things? 
Kill children, kill women, mass murder, concentration camps - and nobody wants 
to have known about it? But I did not get answers. The silence in my family, that 
was the worst part. Because I did not know how to deal with this. And early on I 
developed strong feelings of guilt and shame. That's why it was very important for 
me to deal with these issues. And I also want to do my share in taking on that 
responsibility. It's bad enough that my parents deny this. And I have to confront 
them and say to them, this is not okay, we do have to take responsibility for what 
happened And I as part of the next generation also have to deal with that. I am 
part of this society and I cannot pass on this task to somebody else. I later studied 
history, and I also always looked at how this relates to my own role as a woman. 
What share did women have in that, you know, in the 'Order of Mothers' [Mutter­
Orden}, producing boysfor the war, these things. Then there were others who 
were raped But I think it 's important to clarify how women contributed to what 
happened, where they do share responsibility. And also to clarify the responsibility 
of the men in going into a war and wiping out other cultures or turning them into 
an object. I find that there are parallels to what women experience in this culture. 
Meaning that, what they do with other cultures, they are also doing with women 
and children. It's just a different level. 

When 1 think about being German, 1 think about questions of 
responsibility: How much responsibihty do 1 share for what is happening in this 
country or for what this country is doing internationally? Particularly now after 
unification, there is all this talk about the different role Germany should take on 
internationally. I don't know if I would say that Germany is now a 'normal' 
nation. This constant talk about the nation makes me uncomfortable. But lfind the 
issue of responsibility difficult to grasp because it is most~v men who get to make 
the big decisions. They decide whether this country joins in the war against 
Yugoslavia and things like that. So Ifind myselfkind of divided Still, I think that I 
cannot simp~v distance myself from that. I am of German origin and I have to face 



that and deal with that But 1 have problems with the term 'German. ' 1 would 
rather say 'European. ' And then of course 1 have white skin, which means that 1 
have certain privileges in this world because of that. But 'German ' ... you see, 1 
don't like to be confronted with these stereotypes, punctuality, pigheadedness, 
achievement-orientation, intolerance toward other cultures. 1 have always tried to 
seek out other ways of living. And that makes it difficult to see myself as a German 
woman. And 1 don't know what 1 should be proud of or why 1 should want to be 
German. 1 rather dislike it. 1 don't think of myself in categories like nationality. 1 
don't have a German identity and 1 don't want one. But 1 acknowledge that, to 
some degree, 1 was shaped by this culture and also that 1 have certain privileges. 

One area of my life in which these issues are relevant is my work. Some of 
the women who call our helpline are migrants, and there are also more and more 
migrant women working within our regional network of helplines. Recently, we 
have begun to discuss the issue of racism. We did not get very far with that yet, but 
1 think it's very good that we're starting to deal with such issues. And 1 want to 
learn more about that and how it affects women's lives. At the same time, lfind 
myself somewhat split again. 1 mean, migrant men can also be perpetrators, they 
also rape women. Right now, we have a number of Albanians from Kosovo in the 
community, among them women who are affected by that. So 1 kind of divide that. 
For me, there is a world of women with whom 1 engage, discuss, from whom 1 
learn. And then there is a world of men, which is spread over the whole world, and 
which continues using particular mechanisms to suppress women. My solidarity 
definitely lies with the women. " 
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Wiebke saw her relationship to the affairs of the nation as ambiguous. In some regards she 

considered herself implicated in the nation and as having to share responsibility for its history and 

its current dealings. Yet, she saw this responsibililty as mediated, or possibly diminished, by her 

status in terms of gender, as she considered the power "to make the big decisions" to lie mostly in 

the hands of men. In talking about German history, Wiebke pointed out that women did contribute 

to and share responsibility for the crimes committed under National Socialism, but she then spoke 

of parallels between how they were treated by the men of their own nation or culture and what 

these men inflicted on "other cultures. " (It is not clear to me from her statement whether she 

considered women as sharing responsibility for that which the men of their nation inflicted on other 

cultures.) Wiebke described finding herself divided with regard to the degree to which women are 

accountable for the affairs of the nation, but she acknowledged that she could not simply distance 

herself from these. She felt a similar sense of ambiguity in relation to the issue of racism. While 

she acknowledged that her white skin implied "certain privileges in this world, "her interest in 

confronting herself with issues of racism was directly related to her work with migrant women, and 

she found herself "somewhat split again" with regard to this issue in relation to men, as "migrant 

men can also be perpetrators." Wiebke explained that she divided between a "world of women " 

and a "world of men" and that she was focused on the interests of women. 
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At the same time as Wiebke pointed out that she could not simply opt out of her national 

association, she emphasized that she did not relate to it in any positive sense. What she associated 

with Germanness was mostly negative, and she was trying to realize other things in her life. She 

explained that she did not have nor want a German identity, she would rather call he:rself a 

European. 

Laura 

was 27 years old, had grown up in the GDR and lived in East Germany. She: was white, 

Christian-secularized, and currently studied towards a diploma in social work/education. 

"1 think identities are a messy business. Locking myself or my experiences into 
categories doesn't make much sense to me. 1 would rather call these categories 
into question. For example, 1 have problems with the category 'lesbian. ' 1 prefer 
the term 'queer' because it leaves more room for changes and variations of 
experience. When it comes to being German, though, Ifind it 's more clear-cut; it's 
just a fact. To me, being German means that 1 have a German passport and that 1 
was socialized by German parents in this particular context. And 1 speak German, 
the language is also important in that regard 1 am not particularly happy about 
being German, but 1 wouldn't say that 1 am outright unhappy about it either. When 
1 was younger, 1 used to have more of a problem with it. A lot of that had to do 
with National Socialism. 1 used to think, well, 1 see how most Germans deal with 
that past, and it makes me angry. It makes me not want to have anything to do with 
them, not want to belong to them. But it 's not that easy. 1 cannot deny that 1 am 
German. And living with the history of National Socialism is an essential part of 
my cultural identity. Butfor a while 1 was sort of trying to cut myselfofffrom that 
belonging. In a way, 1 identified with the victims of National Socialism. 1 mean, 1 
had it clear that 1 wasn't really a victim. So it was a bit weird that 1 would identify 
with the victims. However, 1 think 1 also did it as a form of opposition to all the 
many people who identify with the perpetrators and excuse them. And 1 was really 
happy about having a grandmother who is Polish. That was important to me, that 
was a kind of weird calculation on my part, 'at least 1 am not totally German. '1 
folt good about that, like it was an exoneration. By now 1 think it's really odd that 1 
needed that. 

However, history was not the only reason why 1 wanted to distance myself 
from Germanness. It was also because of certain Germans, whom Ifind kind of 
sickening, to whom 1 did not want to belong. So 1 sought to set myself off against 
them by denying this Germanness and overemphasizing the fact that 1 have a 
Polish grandmother. I'm probably still doing that, although not to the extent as 
back then. And 1 used to foel embarrassed when 1 traveled abroad and encoun.tered 
other German tourists. Which is kind of odd, but there still is a level of discomfort. 
Same with this united Germany, again and again 1 am surprised at how much of a 
matter of course that has become. Particularly with that new government, thin.gs 
that would have been inconceivable just years or months ago seem normal all of a 



sudden. That they would send troops to fight against Yugoslavia, for example .. It 
seems like there is no development behind these changes; it'sjustfacts being 
created. Just as with unification. 1 was definitely against that. But there was a lot 
of stuff going on in my life then. 1 was seventeen and had just moved away from my 
parents and to a different city. So these events overlapped and are mixed up in my 
memory. To some extent, 1 was more busy with myself and other things. But one of 
my most vivid memories is that of the demonstrators shouting 'Germany, united 
fatherland '['Deutschland einig Vaterland j, that was terrible. 1 was fine with there 
being two Germanies. 1 wanted reforms, but not unification. At the time, it would 
have made more sense to me to unifY with the Poles, or the Czechs and Slovaks. 1 
felt much closer to them, 1 knew them much better. West Germany was rather 
strange and foreign, and 1 did not want to have a whole lot do with it. 

But, all in all, 1 think 1 have begun to make peace with my national 
identity. Not that 1 am proud ofit or something like that. 1 still think that the 
concept of the nation is something that needs to be called into question. 
Particularly when a nation is ethnically defined, as is the case with the German 
nation. But you cannot simply say that you have nothing to do with it. So 1 kind of 
made peace with it. 1 no longer endeavor to be permanently un punctual, for 
example. 1 no longer have the attitude, 'punctuality is a German virtue and 
therefore 1 hate punctuality because 1 don't want to be German. ' By now 1 even do 
something 1 would never have done a jew years ago: When 1 am abroad, 1 no 
longer let it pass when people swear at me because 1 am German. Until recently, 1 
would have submitted to that because 1 thought, '1 am German and 1 am 
burdened' Now 1 find that too simple. My self-understanding has changed in that 
regard. 1 no longer accept it when people reduce me to my being German. It's 
something 1 am, but it's not the only thing about me. There are many other things 
as well. 1 am no longer running awayfhom my national identity: still, it is not 
solely definitive of who 1 am. " 
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While, at the time of the interview, Laura considered being Gennan to be "Just a fact" in 

tenns of that she had a Gennan passport and was of Gennan parentage, she had wanted to cut 

herself off from that belonging when she was younger. This was because she did not want to have 

anything to do with certain Gennans, for example, those Gennans who she saw as identified with 

the Nazi perpetrators and as excusing them. Seeking to set herself in opposition to these Gennans, 

she identified with the victims of Nazism, and she also gave much emphasis to the fact that one of 

her grandmothers was Polish, so at least she was not "totally German. "But, by the time of the 

interview, she had started to "make peace with [her] national identity. " That did not mean that she 

related to the idea of the Gemlan nation in a positive sense; she rather thought that this concept 

needed to be called into question, particularly in its ethnic definition. However, she no longer felt 

the need to distance herself from anything Gennan or to avoid behaving in ways that s:he saw as 

stereotypically Gennan. At the same time, she no longer accepted it when someone extended 

negative views of Gennans onto her without taking more of her as a person into consid.eration. As 
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she was coming to terms with her national association as "just a fact, " she could ac:tually start to 

claim distance from certain aspects of Germanness to which she had remained tied while she was 

still seeking to disassociate herself from Gennanness in total. 

Laura had been opposed to unification. She described a continuous sense of surprise at 

seeing how much of a matter of course the united Germany had become. The social and political 

changes appeared to her almost as coming from out of thin air, like there was no development 

behind them, ''just facts being created. " Yet, while Laura seemed to feel some distance to the new 

society and its politics, she did not point to a sense of alienation or displacement like Julia did. 

Unification occurred at a point in Laura's life when she was already faced with major changes, and 

it did not represent a singular rupture of the kind of magnitude it had for Julia. 

Dilek 

was 27 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was a daughter of Turkish 

migrants, and she described herself as an atheist. She currently studied towards a combined 

Master's degree in European ethnology and German literature and worked part-time as a sales 

consultant. 

"Up until aftw years ago 1 still had a Turkish passport. And, therefore, it seemed 
self-evident to the world that 1 was a Turk. 1 guess 1 also sometimes took that for 
granted, although it never really worked for me. But it seemed fairly clear, 1 am a 
'guestworker-child' {'Gastarbeiterkind '], a foreigner who lives in Germany. 
That's how others see me, and so 1 saw myse!lthat way. But there was always 
something about that which did not feel right. Of course, there was also something 
derogatory in that. And 1 certainly had many negative experiences, particularly as 
a child and a teenager, because 1 am not as light-skinned. People see that and 
automatically push you in a certain corner. And the older 1 got, the more 1 realized 
that 1 don't like that, 1 don't like the role that 1 am assigned. 

1 was born in Istanbul but came to Germany when I was a baby. I went to 
kindergarten and school in this country, and 1 study here. I hardly know Turkey. 1 
see my parents as Turks, but 1 don't fleellike 1 am a Turk. And when 1 began to cut 
myself loose from my parents, there were certain conflicts, although we get along 
really well now. They accept that I am living my life in a difftrent way than they 
live theirs. 1 think that the problems we had were really just the regular puberty 
stuff, normal and necessary. However, there are many people here who don't see it 
that way. They see it as a cultural conflict: 'you're a Turk, but you grew up in 
Germany, so you're suffering because you are stuck between different worlds. ' But 
that's not how 1 see it. These expressions, 'sitting between chairs, ' 'stuck between 
worlds, ' 1 don't like them. They give a pathological sound to the simple fact of 
having experienced more than culture. But that's not an in-between, it's more like, 



well, you have had different kinds of influences, and that created something 
particular, neither strictly German nor strictly Turkish. That's how 1 would look at 
it; it's based on the two sources, but it's something new. So I don't have a problem 
with it. It's certainly not some pathological state, I am not schizophrenic. 

But the question of origins ... I still feel vulnerable around that. When 
people meet me and ask me, 'Where are you from? ' - that's a really stupid 
question. I always have to wonder about the motives behind that question. It might 
sound harmless, like genuine interest even. But what they are really saying is, 'you 
don't look like us, you must be from somewhere else, and therefore you will never 
belong to us. 'And when I answer, 'I come from [city in West Germany}, , they say, 
'No, not that, before, where do you really come from? ' Or they take a more subtle 
route and ask about my name, 'Where does your name come from? Ah, Turkish, so 
you are a Turk. 'And then I have that word ringing in my ear - 'I am a Turk, I am 
different, I am dark, 1 don't belong here. ' 

1 got lots of stupid lines, particularly when 1 was younger. So I tried to be 
extra cool. And language was really important in that sense. I don't have an 
emotional relationship to the German language, but it was certainly important for 
me to speak it very well to be able to fight back against verbal assaults. And I 
wanted to belong, I wanted to take part in everything, even that stupid Christmas 
stuff 1 even felt ashamed because I did not know what Christmas was. I wanted to 
know about it so that 1 wouldn't seem ignorant. I wanted people to see me as 
German. 

And these people, feminists or others, who say they don't want to be 
German: they don't want to belong, but they do. And at the same time, they won't 
let others belong, people like me. They keep us out and give us the feeling that they 
are still better than we are. It doesn't matter how I see myself, for most people I 
remain a Turk. When 1 got into leftist andfeminist circles, lfirst thought that I had 
finally hooked up with people who do not care about how I look or who my parents 
are. But that wasn '/ quite true. It was more this weird positive racism thing. My 
origins were given a positive value and, initially, that made me blind to a lot of 
things. They all thought of themselves as antiracist, but I don't want to know the 
real reason why most of them befriended me. I guess I prOVided the perfect surface 
on which they could project their ideas of the revolutionary subject, 'triple 
oppression, ' all that stuff They probably felt good about having a migrant woman 
in the group, but I am not sure if they ever took me serious at all. Perhaps they 
only let me contribute to the discussions because they thought, 'Oh, a migrant 
woman is saying something, so we let her finish, even though we know that it's 
really not important what she has to say. 'And 1 was always supposed to be the 
expert on 'my' issues, like migration, Islam, etc. These were the issues on which I 
was heard, not so much on other issues, like I couldn't be knowledgeable in other 
regards. But I am not religiOUS at all and I don't know much about Islam. Still, 
you're seen as an expert, because that's where they think you belong. So J 
withdrew from that scene and, sure enough, most people did not talk to me 
anymore when they saw me. I wasn't useful anymore. 

The nation is certainly not a positive concept for me. Nations are always 
based on exclusions. So when I say that I am German, I don't say it in order to set 
myself apart from others. But J am German in the sense that this society has 
shaped me. lfinally appliedfor the German passport because you're really at a 
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disadvantage if you don't have it. There is all this bureaucracy you have to deal 
with as aforeigner. You can't get a student loan, that kind of stuff· So I did itfor 
functional reasons. Taking on German citizenship hasn't changed me as a person 
or hasn't changed my life in social terms. It just makes life a little easier. And why 
should I have the Turkish passport? I know comparatively little about Turkey. I 
grew up here, I live here, I belong here. Yes, I am a German. The only dif}erence 
between me and most other Germans is that my parents came here from another 
country and my skin is darker. I don't have a problem with being German, I have a 
problem with the fact that such dif}"erences are given meaning, are given value. 
That's the problem with Germanness. " 
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At several points during the interview, Dilek talked about incidents in which she had been 

coming up against others' defInitions of her and her experience. Whether her conflicts with her 

parents were perceived as cultural rather thar! generational conflicts, whether majo:rity-Gennans 

were trying to fInd out her 'real' origin, as her appearance and her name did not fIt with their idea 

of Gennanness, or whether she was assigned, or supposed to be an expert on, certain topics by the 

leftists and feminists with whom she was associated, since these were seen as 'her' issues - in all 

these incidents, members Qf the dominant group in Gennany were imposing their ideas about who 

she was on her. The message she got was that she was different and, therefore, did not belong. She 

was not being taken for how she understood herself: "It doesn't matter how I see myself, for most 

people I remain a Turk " 

Dilek saw herself as influenced by both Turkish and Gennan culture, as shaped by two 

sources that have joined together into something that is new, not simply the sum of the two parts. 

But she had her fonnative experiences in Gennany and knew comparatively little about Turkey. In 

taking on Gennan citizenship, she was not changing in any way. but she was seeking to no longer 

be faced with the discrimination that her fonner legal status had implied. Her change of citizenship 

status was only reflecting what was already a fact: "J /il·e here. J Rre\!· up here, I belong here. " In 

contrast to those (majority-)Gennans who do not want to see themselves as Gennan, Dilek stated 

that she did not have a problem with bei.ng Gennan, she had a problem with the exdusions that the 

dominant notion of Gennanness was being based on. Much like Karina, Dilek pointed out that 

those Gennans who denounced their Gennanness belonged anyway, while she was defmed as an 

'outsider,' regardless of her sense of belonging. 
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Kris 

was 33 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian-

socialized, had a Master's degree in modern languages, and was currently unemployed. 

"National identity is a topic that 1 find somewhat difficult to talk about. It's a 
touchy issue. 1 come from a particular ll~ftist tradition where this was really a non­
issue. Any sort of self-reflection was kind of suspect. You as a person were not 
important, the 'cause' was important. Concerning yourself with your own ego was 
seen as petty bourgeois. So questions of identity were not discussed; maybe except 
for being a communist or, and that would already be stretching it, being a feminist. 
But everything else, for example, being German, to brood over that would have 
been considered bourgeois. Of course, the concept of the nation was to be rejected 
At the same time, J think that our motivations are not totally independent p'om 
national origins. But 1 find it difficult. Not only do 1 feel somewhat uncomfortable 
talking about it, it even feels uncomfortable just to think about it, you know? 
Because you think, perhaps 1 will find some suppressed nationalistic feelings or 
thoughts. And you might be tallang about a challenge to deal with these things, but 
then you do rather little to actually deal with them. You rather ignore them. And 
that's why it is an embarraSSing or touchy issue. You're scared to find 
psychological depths or layers at which you would not pass the political 
correctness test, you know? [Laughs} 

Well, 1 have always tended to identifY with things that are not bound by a 
national context. Like a leftist identity or a punk identity, which are international 
phenomena. 1 have a sense of belonging with a certain type of subculture. And 1 
also always look for that subculture when 1 am abroad Although, of course, it's 
never exactly the same. 1 once lived in Scotland for a year, and that was probably 
the time in my life when 1 was most explicitly confronted with the fact that 1 am 
German. For one thing, the people perceived me as German and reflected that 
back to me. And then, of course, you also realize certain differences. Or you 
realize things about yourself that seem to be German. Like a culture you're 
carrying with yourself, or a socialization. A certain way of doing things, of 
approaching things. For example, 1 find that people in Germany tend to be more 
indiVidualistic, also more isolated And, as an effect of that, people are more into 
self-reflection and stuff like that. They do more soul-searching and they also seem 
to have a bigger need to talk about psychological stuff with each other. People in 
Scotland were more sociable, hung out in groups more often than meeting in pairs 
and discussing their psyches. Here, psychological stuffseems to be a regular part 
of everyday thinking. Although, 1 think that's not equally so in East Germany. 
Here, ifsomebody drinks a lot, it's taken for granted that they have some issues or 
problems. Whereas there, it's just that: the person is drinking. You know, you 
might be visiting in the East and there is somebody who's drinking insane amounts 
of alcohol and ends up under the table. And you say, 'My god, what's up with him, 
does he have problems?' And the people there don't know what you're getting at. 
Maybe they think it's you who might have a problem. Anyway. So Germanness was 
an issue when 1 was in Scotland Also in the sense of well, the Scots do not 
necessarily have a negative view of Germany. You know, this weird thing, like the 



enemies of our enemies are our friends, this hate for the English. Some people 
congratulated me for the fact that the Nazis bombed London. Which made me 
realZvangry, 1 mean, that's such shit. But then 1 was also glad to be in a place 
where these German obsessions, you know, punctuality, order, disCipline, work 
ethic, where all that was not so important. 1 mean, when you're in Germany~ it's 
really hard to fend yourself off from this stuff, to not internalize this way of 
thinking: 'Oh, 1 did not achieve anything, l:m a loser. ' And people were not like 
that in Scotland, which 1 really liked. 

Well, one thing 1 do kind ofidentify with is the German language. That's 
quite important to me. There is something about the nuances of languages '" It's 
hard to describe, maybe it's an emotional thing. But 1 found it to be a weird 
experience when 1 read original documents from the Third Reich. The fact that 
they are written in German, 1 mean, you read them and it 's your language. J¥hen 1 
learned about the crimes and all that in school, it felt like something strange. So 
when 1 read these documents, it felt like they ought to be in a different language. 1 
am not sure how to explain this. But it was the language that brought me closer to 
this history. And 1 have come to understand this history as my own history, tlO see 
myselfin its continuity, which also implies something like responsibility. So that's 
another regard in which it would be too simple to say, well, 1 am not German. You 
have to understand this as part of your own history. 

But even though 1 am saying that 1 am German, 1 still think that natilOnal 
identity is a category that is not essential. 1 don't think you need to have a positive 
national consciousness or something like that. Yes, there are differences and you 
have to acknowledge them. But that doesn't mean that you have to be proud of 
your nationality or something like that. 1 can certainly do without a positive 
national identity. There are other things that are more important to me. " 
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For Kris, talking about national identity seemed to be a balancing act between 

acknowledging the fact that one could not simply cut oneself off from it, that one was socialized in 

a particular contexi and implicated in a particular history, and trying to stay clear from treating 

national identity as essential or even stepping on nationalistic territory. She stated that even just 

thinking about the issue made her feel somewhat uncomfortable, and it seems that this was so 

because she felt that there might be "psychological depths or layers" to it that were not completely 

under her intellectual control or, as she put it jokingly, at which she might "not pass the political 

correctness test. " She emphasized that her acknowledging the fact that she was Gemlan h..ad 

nothing to do with nationalistic pride. Her nationality was not what was ultimately important to her. 

Kris talked about Gennanness in terms of a socialization or cultural mould, of which she 

had become aware when she lived abroad for an eX1l:ended period of time. Yet, she saw the culture 

with which she was familiar and which had left its mark on herself as particularly West German, 

rather than generally German. She also described an affinity to the German language, which was 

the one thing she associated with Germanness that she identified with in a positive sense. This 



123 

language further brought her in contact with a history that had seemed 'strange' to her, but which 

she now understood as her own history. 

Sonja 

was 47 years old, had grown up in Siberia and lived in Moscow before she moved to West 

Germany. She was white, Christian (Catholic), and worked as a translator. 

"It's been four years now since 1 came to Germany. My husband and I were really 
frustrated with life in Russia, with what was going on there. We had put a lot of 
hopes in perestroika, but these were soon disappointed. We were so fod up with all 
the corruption, the poverty, and these wars in different regions. So we wanted to 
go somewhere else, not necessarily to Germany, but some place in Western 
Europe. Germany was the easiest choice because, as an ethnic German, 1 was 
entitled to German citizenship. At first, we were quite euphoric about being here. 
We were glad that we had come to a country where our children would have a 
better chance, more opportunities than in Russia. That this was Germany rather 
than some other country, that was not the important thing. Although there are 
certain things here that are really good, for example, the welfare system. And I did 
not really see the negative things at first. But then came a kind of depression 
because I had trouble finding work. And then I did realize, although nobody said 
it, that I don't quite belong with the rest here. There was something I picked up on. 

I do feel something like alienation. Though, maybe that has less to do with 
the people around me and more with the things in my head. J am not sure. But the 
past has begun to have a hold on my mind The other day, I witnessed something in 
the subWay: There were a black man and a German woman 'who both got oll at the 
same stop. And he seemed immersed in his own thouRhts and humped into her 
when he got out of the train. And she beRan 10 scream and hit the man, reali'y, on 
his arm and so forth. After that she took oij'quickZr. and he lI'ent afier her. So I got 
offas well andjollowed them. I thought. !f'this escalates. at least he will have a 
witness. But he got himself under control and we sat d(}\\'f1 and talked for a while. 
What I found shocking was that 1 was not surprised at all. Jjust thought, well, she 
is a German, so what do you expect. And 1 never thOLIRht that way when I was in 
Moscow. I thought that this is a terrible history and el'eryhody in Germany Ifs foll 
of remorse. And that was surprising to me that J did notfind this incident 
exceptional, because I thought, she is a German and she acts like a German. For 
sure, where I come from there also exists nationalism and racism, for example, 
against the Roma. And anti-Semitism as well. But J thought that it would be 
different in Western Europe. And all of a sudden there was this thought, well, she 
is a German after all. In Russia I did not always think of the past when I thought of 
Germany. And the Germans I met there were all leftists. But since I am here, 1find 
myself more preoccupied with this past and with the continuities. I am not sure 
what kind of connection I see between that and myself But I am also a kind of 
stranger here. I have not had any bad experiences yet. But I often find myself 
thinking about these things. 



I am not quite sure what being German means to me. My parents were 
originally from the Volga region in Russia. They belonged to the German minority 
there. They met each other after the war in a labor camp in Siberia. The Germans 
were not allowed to live in cities, only in villages and on(v among other 
nationalities. My mother has lost most of her knowledge of the German language. 
When I was a child, I tried to downplay my German origins. You did not want 
people to see you as that, you rather assimilated. Later, when I was in my twenties 
and lived in Moscow, I reestablished a connection to the German language. I read 
a lot of German literature as well as newspapers and magazines that had been 
smuggled into the country. So the language became very important for me. When I 
think of Germany, I think of the literature. I don't yet know the country and the 
culture all that well. But the language is a point of connection. I guess I really 
have two homes, or I live in two worlds. Russia is my home country, but I also 
have a connection to Germany. When 1 speak German I am mentally in a different 
world than when I speak Russian. My children only speak German, but I speak 
Russian with my husband. And, with the two languages, I am jumping back and 
forth between two worlds. " 
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Sonja's sense of connectedness to Germany came about when she reestablished a relation 

to the German language. Her parents were ethnic Germans, but Germanness was something she 

rather sought to de-emphasize during her youth. She had lived most of her life in Russia and did 

not know much about Germany and German culture. She and her family moved to Germany, not 

because she felt she had any special ties to the country, but because the German citiizenship laws 

provided a way out of Russia. 

Now in Germany, she had a sense of not quite belonging. While she had nOit had any bad 

experiences herself, she felt that there was an implicit message in how others related to her; though, 

perhaps this was only in her head. But she had a sense of alienation and felt herself to be "a kind of 

stranger here. " Her sense OIf distance was particularly vivid in how she described the confrontation 

between a "black man" and a "German woman. " (Her choice of adjectives seems to imply an 

opposition between 'German' and 'black.' Most likely, she was observing a confrontation between 

a black man and a white WOlman, both of whom mayor may not have been German . .) In describing 

her reaction to the incident, she took on the position of an outsider. This related to her sense of 

being a 'stranger,' of not being part of the majority-culture, as well as indicated a se:nse of 

allegiance with other 'outsiders,' a willingness to take side against what she perceived as the 

majority-attitude, and a feeling of solidarity with those who bore the brunt of the majority's 

hostility. 
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The following discussion of the different aspects of Germanness that were addressed in the 

interviews is organized along the four broad categories of issues I have outlined before. First I tum 

to questions of history, which I will address only briefly since these will be taken up in detail in the 

following chapter. Next I discuss questions of association and status and notions of the nation. 

Following that, I attend to questions of culture and socialization. And, finally, I address questions 

of belonging, particularly in terms of 'imagined communities.' This last set of issues will also be 

taken up again in the final chapter of this thesis. 

Questions of history 

Of all the issues my interview partners deemed relevant to a discussion of what it means to 

be German, the historical context was the most important one to a majority of these women. For 

Julia, "the background of faSCism and the crimes committed by the German people" were the first 

thing that came to mind when we began the interview. Julia was born after the Nazi era, yet she felt 

herself to be connected to that history and it fonmed the background against which she formulated 

her views on German identity, the GDR, and the united Germany. Wiebke described the central 

role that "coming to terms with the history afNazism and its legacy" had played in h.er life. She 

spoke of having felt guilt and shame in relation to this history and of the need to accept 

responsibility for it. Laura and Anka referred to this history as the main reason why they had 

wanted to distance themselves from Germanness. When Anka began to deal with issues of racism 

and her own position as a white person, she initially confronted the issue of whiteness in separation 

from Germanness. However, she realized that, in doing so, she was avoiding to deal with the 

national contex1 in which she was situated and circumvented questions of guilt and responsibility in 

relation to National Socialism. Laura had found it upsetting to see how most Germans dealt with 

their murderous past and she perceived them as identified with the Nazi perpetrators. She did not 

want to belong to these people and developed an identification with the victims of Nazism. Karina 

compared the ways in which this legacy was dealt with in the GDR with the attitudes she 
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encountered in the FRG. She found both to be flawed as they avoided an acceptance of this history 

as one's own, which she considered necessary in order to deal with this history and the issue of 

being Gennan in constructive ways. Sonja described how this past had begun to have a hold on her 

mind since she moved to Germany. She perceived continuities between the past and the present but 

was unsure about her own connection to the issue since, while she was of German origin, she was 

also "a kind o/stranger" in Germany. 

With few exceptions, the issue of German history was brought up by my interview partners 

themselves before I asked questions in relation to it. And in many interviews it was the first topic a 

woman touched upon. While they often used generic terms such as 'this history' or 'the past,' my 

interview partners practically always referred tOi a particular era: National Socialism and World 

War II. Very rarely did they address other historical periods. References to events and periods 

dating before the 1930s occurred in only three interviews. Events and episodes since the end of 

World War II came up more frequently, for example, the student movement of the: late '60s and 

early '70s and, of course, lllllification. However, these were usually not included ill discussions of 

'history' but rather addressed in the context of other topics such as political socialization or 

attitudes towards the state. Discussions of 'history' or 'the past' always focused on National 

Socialism and World War II and/or questions of how to come to terms with this legacy in the 

present. Two women critiqued this restricted view of German history in relation tOi discussions of 

German identity; nevertheless, they also saw National Socialism as the most crucial part of German 

history to be considered in such discussions. 

The systematic persecution and e:x.1ermination of millions of Jews and other crimes and 

atrocities committed by the Nazis as well as the predominant complicity of the Gennan population 

with the regime and its murderous politics were the most central issues in my interview partners' 

reflections on 'the past.' For many women, they were at the heart of the question, 'What does it 

mean to be German against the background of this history?' However, whereas a number of 

women addressed these issues explicitly, others made only vague references to them. In particular, 
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the Holocaust was frequently not addressed directly, although it appeared to be the implicit core of 

many women's reflections on the past (see chapter 4). 

Given the magnitude of the crimes and atrocities committed by Germans during the Third 

Reich, this history certainly is anything but a source of a positive self-image for Germans today. 

With the exception of Ursula, who was born in 1940, none of my interview partners had lived 

during the Third Reich. Yet, most of them saw themselves in a continuity with this history. 

However, their understanding of how they were related to it was inflected by various factors, for 

instance, their age, their geographical origin, and, most importantly, their descent from either 

perpetrators, victims, or people who were neither. 

Most of the majority-Germans I interviewed understood themselves to b€: descendents of 

individual perpetrators, supporters, and bystanders or they had a more general vi€:w of themselves 

as situated in the tradition of the collective responsible for the Nazi crimes. To that extent, this 

historical legacy was a source of shame and guilt for many of these women. Against the 

background of this history, being German was seen as 'negative,' 'burdened,' 'tainted', 'difficult'­

something that many women did not feel good about or from which they would rather want to 

distance themselves. Other women emphasized a need to come to terms with this history, to accept 

it as one's own, and to acknowledge responsibility for it. 

Three majority-German women did not see themselves in a continuity with the collective 

of perpetrators, supporters, and bystanders. Significantly, these were also the only three women 

among my interview partners who did not consider themselves to be German in any way or sense. 

They all emphasized that they wanted to be seen and treated as individuals and explained that they 

did not consider their nationality to have any effect on their lives. However, they also made 

numerous statements that contradicted this claim, some of which will be addressed in subsequent 

sections of this chapter. In relation to German history, particularly National Socialism and the 

Holocaust, they pointed out that that they did not relate to this history as Germans and, therefore, 

did not see themselves as implicated in it. Nevertheless, as will be illustrated in chapter 4, a closer 
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reading of their statements indicates that their location as majority-Germans was more relevant to 

how they interpreted the past than they acknowledged. 

Most of my intenriew partners considered the strategy of distancing onesdf from this 

history (by way of denouncing Germanness) as an inappropriate response to the challenge of 

coming to terms with this past and its significance in the present. Several majority-German women 

explained to me that they had pursued this strategy at some point in their lives, but now found it 

inadequate and keeping them from clarifying their relationship to this past as well as to descendents 

of Nazi victims. For a number of them, encounters and relationships with Jewish people had 

brought them in confrontation with this repressed part of their background and triggered them to 

look for more constructive ways of dealing with this legacy. Other women had come to deal with 

this issue in the context of their politicization in antiracist, leftist, or feminist cont~:xts. However, 

for many of them, there continued to exist insecurities and unresolved feelings in relation to this 

legacy. Against this background, they considered it impossible to have a positive sense of German 

national identity. Yet, not all majority-German women were equally troubled by it. For some of 

them, it was a question of integrating this past into their identity as Germans by way of taking 

responsibility for it. 

Those women among my intenriew partners who were not or not exclusivdy descendents 

of the perpetrators, supporters, and bystanders approached the history of National Socialism and 

the Holocaust from rather different perspectives. Dilek, for example, did not address the issue at all 

until I brought it up. Then she explained that it was nothing she was preoccupied with, although she 

had thought about what it means for Turks in Gennany or for Germans of Turkish heritage. She 

referred to jokes according to which the Turks were the Jews of today. While she made a clear 

distinction between the experiences of Jews under National Socialism and the experiences of Turks 

or Turkish-Germans in Germany today, she said that she tended to approach this history from the 

side of the victims. In any case, it was not an issue that was central to her identity as a German, and 

she looked at this history from the perspective of someone with no direct personal relationship to it. 
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Sonja, although of German parentage, also approached this historical legacy from the position of a 

relative 'outsider.' While her youth in Sibelia was overshadowed by anti-German sentiments in the 

aftermath of World War ][I, her sense of being German was not focused on questions of guilt or 

responsibility in relation to National Socialism and the Holocaust. When she talkj;:d about how a 

German woman's aggressive behavior towards a black man appeared to her as typical for a 

German, she established a continuity between this woman's racist behavior and German racism and 

anti-Semitism of the past; but she also implied that she herself was not German in that sense. In 

deliberating such continuities, she looked at them from the perspective of someone who found 

herselfto be a kind of outsider, a 'stranger' in German society. 

Mira, an Afro-German woman, and MiIjana, a woman of German and Serbian background, 

described their relationship to this history as ambivalent because they recognized ties to both 

perpetrators and victims. Mira said: "] think black Germans have a kind of split relationship to 

tha(. it's very ambivalent. Perhaps we would have been killed had we lived at the time. " Yet, 

Mira's white German grandfather had been in the SA, and she thought that both hi;: and her 

grandmother had been Nazis, at least Nazi supporters. Therefore, she saw herself as implicated in 

the historical legacy of Nazism, although, as a person of color, she did not identify with the 

collective of perpetrators in a straightforward way. MiIjana saw virtually irreconcilable cleavages 

within her family background. Her father was S,erbian and her mother stemmed from the German 

minority in Yugoslavia. Her maternal family had been expelled after World War II. While her 

maternal uncles had been Nazis, members of the SS even, her Serbian father had DDught among the 

partisans against the Germans in World War II. As a result, MiIjana's sense of connection to this 

history was conflicted and characterized by a mix of shame and pride. For much of her life she had 

chosen to identify with her Yugoslav origins and rejected her German roots. However, when 

Yugoslavia began to break apart, her identification with this country did so as well. The ethnic 

tensions and civil wars in the former Yugoslavia also caused MiIjana to confront herself anew with 

her maternal family's history. Overall, MiIjana's engagement with the history of National 
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Socialism was focused on coming to terms with the contradictions within her multiple connections 

to it. 

Niko, an Afro-German Jewish woman, spoke of stemming from several traditions that had 

almost been destroyed and were still marked by the continuing struggle ofliving in the face of that 

devastation. She also pointed to the invisibility of people of color within renderings of German 

history and looked at her own experience of being designated a place outside ofGermanness by 

majority-Germans in relation to the persecliltion and destruction of people of color during the Third 

Reich and the subsequent amnesia concerning this history. Against that amnesia, Niko claimed her 

ancestors' and her own history as part of Gennan history. In asserting an identity and subject 

position as a German while drawing on traditions that the Nazis had sought to eradicate from 

Gennanness, Niko saw herself as "bringing something back home to Germany. " 

Questions of association alIld status and notions of the nation 

Next to considering Germanness as a pXace in history, many of my interview partners also 

considered it to be a place on the map, a location wi.thin geopolitics. They also spoke about 

Germanness in terms of citizenship and often addressed the issue of German citizlmship in 

connection to privileges related to that status. Many women further addressed questions of how the 

German nation is defined, discussed whether and how they saw themselves as implicated i.n notions 

of the nation and in the nation-state, and described how they personally viewed and related to this 

state and its society. In attending to these issues, I begin by discussing views on the united 

Germany and how they rdate to women's locations within the formerly divided halves of the new 

Germany. 

During the rapid process of formal unification, the old FRG's political, economic, and 

social structures were eA1ended onto the territory of the former GDR. Yet, the radi~:::al break from 

former structures did not relegate into oblivion people's experiences oflife in the GDR. All of the 

women who had lived in the former GDR saw that society as having had a formative effect on 



themselves. Even 19 year-old majority-German Viola, who was nine years old when the Berlin 

Wall came down, pointed to the specificity of her childhood experiences in the GDR: 

"1 think I had a good age at unification. 1 was young and so 1 just grew into the 
new situation. But I did not miss anything as a child. Social diffirences were small, 
that was good. There was no competition with regard to owning stuff, like things of 
certain brands. 1 guess it would also have been more difficult for my mother, had 
we lived in the FI?G, because she was raising three children by herself, and that 
was easier in the GDR But now 1 have much more freedom. I don't miss the GDR, 
although 1 do find that there used to be more readiness to help each other back 
then, also in school. Now everybody mostly just looks after themselves. So, looking 
back, 1 think it 's good that 1 spent those years in the GDR. " 

The East German women's attitudes towards the unified Germany differed and ranged 

from a profound sense of alienation as expressed by Julia (see portrait above) to Viola's 
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unambiguous sen.se of being at home in it: "1 am not sad that the GDR is gone. What we have now, 

that is my country. " Whik Julia had lived in the GDR until she was 45 years old, Viola was only 

ten years old at the time of unification. The age difference likely accounts in part for the different 

levels of attachment they felt to that society. However, not all of the older East Ge:rman women had 

an equally strong sense ofhavin.g been uprooted by the demise of the GDR as had Julia. For 

example, Ursula, a 59 year-old white and Christian woman, said: "1 don't have a sense of 

alienation in this new Germany, but 1 certainly have a critical view of it. "When I asked her how 

she had viewed the transformation, she replied: 

"Well, 1 certainly don't see what we have here as the promised land. But the GDR 
was no promised land either. Still, that was my country. 1 saw myself as a GDR 
citizen long before 1 saw myself as a German. In jact, that's still the case. That's 
my East-biography, that is my life, almost 50 years of it. And it was a good life. 
Well, it's not a bad life now, it's also a good life, it's even exciting. But there are 
things 1 miss. 1 mean, now 1 live in this state, this totally capitalistic state, just like 
1 learned about it in school. And 1 don't find that desirable, but that's what we 
have now. And 1 think it 's terrible that money is so important now, that was 
different in the East. That there are these tremendous social differences, that Ifind 
terrible. So this country is not like 1 wish it would be, but 1 have to accept it, just as 
1 had to accept the GDR I can only try to be critical and open my mouth. " 

Ursula had a critical view of both the united Germany and the GDR. While: she had been 

aware of problems within the GDR, she had not been in favor of unification: "1 was dreaming of a 
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humanistic socialism. " In her work as a counselor with the Protestant Church, Ursula had also been 

called upon by people who were deliberating to leave the GDR for West Germany. Ursula told 

them that she was not the right person to counsel them on this matter. She would rather have liked 

them to stay and try to change things from within. She explained: 

"In our work we always tried to encourage people to work for change. Personally, 
I was lucky in that I never had any problems in the GDR That was different for 
those who worked in the factories or enterprises. They had it worse, they saw how 
much shit went on there. So change was really very difficult, and there was a lot of 
depression. In that Situation, the Church provided a space where people could 
puke everything out [sich auskotzenJ on the weekend, and then they went back to 
work somewhat consoled for a while. And the state certainly knew that. So the 
Church served as a dustbin for the souls [Seelen-Ascheimerj. " 

Ursula's response to the events that led up to unification was disappointment and worries 

concerning the future: "I knew that much about the West that it was clear to me that life in this 

Federal Republic would be no picnic. " By the time of the interview, however, shl~ had also come to 

see some advantages to the new situation: "There certainly are now many more possibilities, not 

only but particularly with regards to traveling. " Still, Ursula pointed out that many people were 

paying a very high price :vor these new possibilities. Ursula now worked for a women's center, 

where she encountered many women who were struggling with unemployment ever since 

unification: "That is painful to see, that really gets at me. These women's biographies are totally 

wrecked These are women who achieved so much, and that's no longer worth anything or is not 

being acknowledged" 

Sabine, a 51 year-old white and Christian-secularized East German, was one such woman 

who struggled with unemployment ever since unification. Like Julia and Ursula, she also explained 

to me that she had been identified with the GDR: 

"I did not see myself as German, I saw myself as a GDR citizen. And this Germany 
on the other side was no alternative for me. I was in support of the idea of 
socialism. I did have problems sometimes, for instance, with superiors, because I 
could not keep my mouth shut. I was not in the Party, and it was generally not a 
good idea to criticize Party-members. So I probably could have progressed forther 
in my career if I had just shut up. But today it's the same thing, you must also be 
carefol with being openly critical. So, all in all, I was fine with my life in the GDR. 



There were certainly things that should have been changed. But unification - no, 
that was not what 1 wanted. " 
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Sabine had studied sports and history and had been a professional athlete. After her career 

as an athlete she worked as a trainer and sports teacher for children and youth. Since unification 

she had great difficulties finding employment, as the area of her work was no longer state-

sponsored but was supposed to be taken care off on a voluntary basis. She could get short-tenn 

contract jobs, but these did not imply social benefits and a right to a pension. Her husband had also 

lost his job as a result of unification, but later found work again. 

Sabine: "Perhaps it was easier for him to find work because he is a man. And our 
relationship has totally changed since then. My husband used to help a lot with 
domestic chores. Not all GDR men did that, but mine did. We were both working, 
we both earned money, so we both shared the domestic work. But today he comes 
home from a long day at work and a long commute and he falls on the couch, turns 
on the TV; and wants to be served. And that is totally dissatisfying for me. That's 
not the lifo 1 want. 1 was always independent, and now... That kind of life does not 
satisfy me. We als,o cannot do the cultural things anymore that we used to do 
together. Theater, concerts, all that is too expensive now, we can't afford that. 
Perhaps once a year, but that's it. So our relationship underwent a very negative 
development. It is possibly going to be over soon. " 

For Sabine, unification had brought many frustrations and disappointments, especially a 

setback in social status and a loss of economic independence. She had been satisfi~~d with her life in 

the GDR: 

"] had a job that 1 liked, ] earned enough, 1 had no worries. Sure, sometimes 1 
could not buy this or that, but 1 did not find that too much of a problem. ] did not 
need Western products, the Eastern products were enough for me. And then ... 
well, and then, all this happened. And 1 tried to make the best of it, ] did not want 
to fall into a depression. But the way everything was dismantled and demolished, 
all the factories and workplaces that were simply destroyed, that was terrible. 
Because one was connected to it on some level, one lived with it for 40 years, had 
taken part in this society and thought that one contributed to certain successes, 
and ifit was only sports. And then everything gets wrecked. ] mean, the terrible 
thing was that the people in the GDR were screaming for the D-Mark like there 
was no tomorrow - that was the end of it. That was disappointing. And 1 am scared 
of the future, but 1 try to avoid thinking about it. 1 try not to give up. " 

Still, Sabine did not see everything about the new situation as negative. For example, she 

pointed out that she very much appreciated the fact that unification brought her in c:ontact with 
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GDR, as that country "was really not multicultural, you did not meet many people from other 
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places in the world" Her 17 year-old daughter had "many foreign friends. And 1 enjoy hanging out 

with them when they come visit. That 1 real£v like, and 1 like traveling to other countries and 

learning more about other cultures. Sometimes 1 think about moving somewhere else. " 

Sabine found that in meeting people of other cultural backgrounds she came to realize 

more about her own background and socia1ization and what was perhaps particul'arly German about 

her. But she did not have a positive relation to the nation or to being German. She told me about a 

conversation she had with relatives from the West whom she met at her father's funeral and who 

asked her whether she considered herself German: "1 don't know why they asked me that, but they 

kept going, 'you do feel yourself to be German, right?' And 1 have no use for thar. certainly not in 

the sense that they meant. They reject me anyway, because 1 am a leftist and my attitude is 

anti national. " She was g1ad that her daughter had the same attitude, "unlike many other East 

German youth." She thought that in her daughter's circle offriends national or cultural background 

was of minor importance and generally hoped that "maybe one day this whole society will just be a 

big mix, and that this Germanness, you know. in the narroYf,' sense. will simp(v disappear. " 

Isabell, a 44 year-old white and Christian artist. had been involved with the opposition 

movement. She pointed out that she certainly did not havc unification in mind when she 

participated in the demonstrations. She had been very frustratcd with many aspects oflife in the 

GDR, but she had wanted a democratic GDR, rather than work towards its demise:. In talking about 

the exodus ofGDR citizens via Hungary and the West German embassy in Prague, Isabell said: 

"That was terrible. 1 mean, I understood the individual reasons why people needed 
to leave the country, that they could not stand it anymore. But the whole wave of 
emigrants, I thought a lot ofit had to do with material interests. I have to accept 
that for many that is an important aspect of live. I would not say that they left for 
illegitimate reasons. But I looked at the situation differently. During the 1970s, I 
had thought about possibilities of emigrating. But I decided against it, 1 did not 
want to accept that I should have to leave my country in order to live the way I 
want to and be able to express my ideas and opinions. I was not going to leave 
with a stoop. But the events after the Wall came down, all the people who were 



leaving just before and after that, that was upsetting to me. These were not my 
people, these were not people I could have worked with for change. " 

135 

Isabell explained that she did not share the politics of the people who came to dominate the 

demonstrati.ons: "They had very different interests. And then the demonstrations changed The tone 

got rough, alcohol came to be afactor. One had to be afraid in discussions when one was not 

sharing the majority's view and did not want unification. " Isabell had been opposed to the way in 

which unification was to take place, that is in the form of an annexation. If it had to be unification, 

she had wanted "both sides to be aware that things had to change in both societies. " In her view, 

that was certainly not the case. Specifically West Germans were not willing to reconsider their own 

ways and denied that things would be changing for them as well. However, the extent to which she 

had hoped for something different notwithstanding, ten years after unification Isabell was feeling at 

home in the united Germany: "It is my country now. " Yet, she felt a stronger sense of connection 

to certain regions than to the country as a whole. This sense of regional connection was not stable 

but shifted with personal relationships to people in certain regions: "It changes, or there can be 

multiple connections. I would say that my home is where there are people with whom I have 

significant relationships. " 

None of the East German women I spoke with had been in favor of unification. The only 

woman who did not point out that she had been against it was Viola, who said that she was too 

young to really understand the extent of the change that was underway: 

"I didn't think that my lift would be affected by it. It wasn't an intense experience 
for me. I has fine with living in the GDR, I had a nice childhood And I did not 
realize that the GDR would be gone soon. I can see that this must have been quite 
traumatic for some people who are older than me. But I myself was rather 
indifferent to the whole thing because I didn't understand it. " 

All the other East Germans I spoke with would have preferred a democratic and 

autonomous GDR over unification. By the time of the interviews, most of them tended to see the 

current situation as a kind of mixed blessing; they missed various aspects of the former GDR 

society but also appreciated certain things that had come with unification. However, all of their 

lives have been affected in more or less dramatic ways by the radical transformations that came 
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with the Wende and subsequent unification. Most of them had also been more or less identified 

with the society and the state that no longer exists and several of them had seen themselves as 

citizens of the GDR rather than Germans. For them, coming to terms with the clhanged situation 

and making sense of their experiences in two radically different societies were central to discussing 

their views on national identity. 

Likewise, most West German women pointed out that, when they think about being 

German, they think about being West German. They had been more or less consciously identified 

with the former, smaller FRG, and it would not have occurred to them to think of the people in the 

GDR as fellow nationals. The GDR was a foreign country to them and they had not anticipated that 

the two German states would ever be united. For example, Bianca, a 36 year-old majority-German 

truck driver and occasional painter, had this view of the GDR: 

"To me that was a foreign country. Not even a normal foreign country, it was a 
foreign country that you could not travel to, or only under very specific conditions. 
] thought of the people there as locked in. And] could not understand how they 
could stand that, that they could not travel where they wanted and could not buy 
what they wanted. And then one day, when 1 was 18, ] wanted to see what it was 
like there, and my friend and] went to East Berlin. And it was totally like 1 thought 
it would be. Like a prison. And] thought the people were kind of weird. So, ] was 
happy for them when the Wall came down. but] certainly did not feel like ] had 
much in common with them. " 

Ines, a 37 year-old self-employed majority-German woman who had studi,ed social 

sciences and law, also expllained that she had! not felt any sense of connection to the people in the 

GDR: "] knew that was a socialist country and people there also spoke German, but it was 

certainZv a foreign country to me, just like Yugoslavia or Romania. The common language did not 

change that. " She described her reaction to unification as rather indifferent because: "] did not 

have a history with that country, no family over there, or some other connection. ] had never been 

there on school exchanges or something like that. " Just as the East German Laura pointed out that 

it would have made more sense to her to unite with the Poles or Czechs and Slovaks, as she knew 

them much better than West Germans and had more of a sense of connection with them (see 
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portrait above), Ines, who had grown up near the border to the Netherlands, mentioned that she felt 

much closer to the Dutch than to East Germans. 

While most West Germans described ]evels of indifference as their response to unification, 

some women explained that they were shocked or disturbed when the prospect of unification 

suddenly arose. Questions of national identity caught up with them when the sea change in the 

other German state brought the issue of the German nation to the center stage of public discussion. 

They had been more comfortable with the more subdued role that the nation had played in West 

German public discourse before 1989. Now they were confronted with calls for a 'normal' and 

'self-confident' German nation that came to the fore in the wake of unification. 1bey had formerly 

been able to keep uncomfortable questions about German national identity at an arms length by 

way of foregrounding other identities, for example, as leftists or feminists, or by way of identifying 

with the former FRG in a civic or 'postnational' sense. For instance, 36 year-old Luci, a majority-

German woman who worked in the field of adult education, said about herself: 

"I always understood myself to be a citizen of the Federal Republic 
fBundesbiirgerin). I never said 'Federal Republic of Germany. 'And I never said 
that I was German because I did not think of myself as German. I said that I am 
from the Federal Republic. That was my country, not Germany. 1 grew up in the 
Federal Republic. And all of a sudden there was a Germany again. So. in a way. 
unification meant a loss of identity for me . .. 

Luci's response to unification was very intense: she explained that she "literally felt hate 

for this Germany. That was a very strong emotion, stronger than anything else 1 have felt. " Luci 

had been opposed to unification because: 

"I did not think it was right. And 1found it threatening. I.ms afraid of this 
'Greater Germany. ' I would have wished for the GDR to have an autonomous 
status. It all went too fast. So, I was against Germany. 1 think that was when I 
began to active{v think about the issue of nationality. Before that ... I don 'f know. I 
think I probab{v mostly circumvented the issue. " 

While none of the other West Germans had been quite as upset about unifi.cation or 

described such a strong personal impact as Luci did, most of them had been opposed to it for 

political reasons and saw it as the starting point of negative developments. They were not content 
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with the redefinition of the Federal Republic's role in international politics that set in with 

unification, and/or they saw it as having paved the way for neoliberal politics, a massive resurgence 

of right-wing extremism and racist violence, and increasing tendencies towards 'normalizing' 

German history and reinterpreting its moral and political implications. However, the impact that 

unification had on their lives was nowhere near as disruptive as it was for many East Germans. 

With the exception of Luci, none of the West Gennan women thought that her pt:rsonallife had 

been changed much or at all through unification. 

Mira, a 33 year-old Afro-German woman who was Christian-socialized ,md worked as an 

editor, explained that, looking back, she thought her indifference and sense of distance from the 

events that led to unification partly had to do with the fact that she "intuitively knew that there was 

an exclusionary element in all that. ] am not sure whether] was fully conscious of that at the time. 

But] think on some level] knew it. " She thought that Afro-Germans who lived in Berlin had a 

stronger sense of that exclusionary aspect than she had living in West Germany: ''The Afro-

Germans there were more confronted with signals that indicated to them that they were not part of 

this German thing. But] also felt rather skeptical and distant. And] guess] also had prejudices 

against the 'Ossis' [Easties}. " Though, she subsequently had a number of encounters with East 

Germans in which these prejudices were relativized. 

Dilek's account of how she experienced that time period resonates with Mira's: 

"That was a bad time. I did not conSCiously think that something really shifty was 
going on. I only had this sense, well, these Nazi slogans came up again and this 
nationalist thinking. And, as a Turk, I did not dare to criticize that. Not even in 
front of friends, as some of them were also quite enthusiastic about unification. But 
intuitively] knew there is something wrong here. " 

Significantly, Dilek, who at other points in the interview pointed out that she felt more 

German than Turkish, positioned herself as a Turk in talking about the time around German 

unification. In that situation, she clearly felt like an outsider, whether or not it was explicitly 

signaled to her that she was not part of the celebration. She went on to talk about an East German 

woman who joined her high school class some time after the fall of the Wall. 



Dilek: "1 did not like her at all. She really thought that Turks were lazy and stupid 
and justified these claims with reference to this Turkish guy she went out with -
who was actualZv an idiot, but still. But, for some reason she was looking for 
contact with me. Perhaps she thought that both of us did not really belong there. 
But 1 wanted nothing to do with her. She was weird. 1 felt that 1 belonged with the 
other Germans, with the 'normal' Germans so to speak. " 

Andrea: "So when you say that you are German, that relates to West Germany, not 
the East or the unified Germany? 

Dilek: "Yes, totally. 1 mean, there are certainly exceptions, but when someone outs 
themselves as East German, 1 am super-skeptical. And 1 have met people who were 
really nasty. So my reservations have to do with the experiences 1 had 1 don't want 
to get stupid lines, get sworn at, or even get beaten up. " 

Dilek had traveled to the East, mostly to East Berlin, several times and dlescribed these 

trips as having led to verj negative experiences: 

"1 could never live there. 1 feel threatened there, the looks, the atmosphere. And 
then you have these images in your head, Hoyerswerda, Rostock, and the 
population's attitude towards these attacks, their support. That made mefeel 
scared 1 was also afraid that this could roll over to Wessi-Land [,land of the 
Westies' - West Germany). It did not end up being that extreme, but these years 
after the fall of the Wall, they were super shitty. Just after the opening of the Wall, 
1 went to this small village in East Germany with some acquaintances of my 
parents. And it was terrible. 1 had hordes of children running after me. As if the 
Hunchback of Notre Dame was walking through the village. And they were calling 
me nasty things and went, 'Gee, she knows how to speak German, ' or 'Gee, what 
does she look like. ' So that was bad and 1 don't want to go back to that country. " 
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Dilek's negative view of East Germans had been the cause of confrontations with majority-

German friends who criticized her for it. For example, one of her friends had moved to a city in the 

East and was disappointed that Dilek would not come to visit her. Dilek felt that her friend was not 

taking her fears seriously because the friend herself was not under any threat: 

"1 mean.· maybe I exaggerate, but 1 am scared because 1 know there are people 
there who would love to give me one over the head. 1 don't want to go there 
because 1 don't feel secure. Well, there are skinheads everywhere in Germany. But 
over there it's not just the skinheads, the regular people are like that, too. While 
here, people like that keep themselves under control, even ~f they think like that. 
But I have the sense that my fears are not being taken seriousZv, that 1 am being 
treated as if 1 were paranoid. " 

Dilek went on to point out that she did not mean to downplay racism in West Germany. 

But her majority-German friends' reactions to her decision not to go to the East anymore appeared 
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to her as a denial of the racism she might encounter there. The problem was made into a problem of 

her being prejudiced, and the source of her fear was not addressed by her friends. They did not 

acknowledge that is was a different experience for her to be in the East than it was for them. 

Niko, a 42 year-old Afro-German artist who had lived most of her life in West Germany 

before she moved to the East a few years before I interviewed her, did not consider the situation 

with regard to racism to be significantly worse in the East than in the West. She came to talk about 

this when I asked her how she had experienced the time around unification. 

Niko: "1 was in Berlin at the time, and that was tough. The atmosphere was quite 
threatening. People started going crazy, you know, all this stuff, 'We are one 
people, ' and, 'Germany, Germany, blah, blah, blah. ' That was tough because, 
while the Germans were celebrating their thing there, we were outside and knew, 
now they are coming after us, now the restrictions are gone. But it was clear to me 
that 1 encounter this white thing everywhere and that it did not real£v matter 
whether 1 am in the West or in the East. And 1 don't mind being here in the East. 1 
don't need all this stuff that the West has to it. And the racism that jumps into my 
face here, it also jumps into my face when 1 am in the West. 1 don't see a difference 
there. Perhaps they use a difforent language and are more open about it, but the 
intenSity is the same. " 

As Dilek described observing the events around unification as a 'Turk,' Niko talked about 

'the Germans' celebrating their thing, while "we were outside. "In this context, Niko did not 

identify with 'Germans' but with the people who were not part of the celebration, no matter what 

their status was in terms of nationality. But Niko did not share Dilek's view of racism being more 

extreme in the East than in the West. Under the surface of differences in the expn::ssion of racism, 

she saw the same intensity in both contexts. 

Few of the West Germans had spent any length of time on visits to the territory of the 

former GDR; and with the lack of familiarity seems to come a lack of interest in these parts of the 

new German state. Of the East Germans, some had been on extended stays in areas of what used to 

be the old FRG, while others had only been there 011 one or two short trips that were enough to 

satisfy their curiosity. 
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Dilek was not the only woman who had a negative view of the 'other' Germans. Birgit, a 

37 year-old majority-German educational therapist from the West, said the following when I asked 

her how she had viewed the GDR when it still existed: 

"1 did notfeel any connection to that place; although it wasn't quite like aforeign 
country, it was rather something embarrassing. 1 think 1 found it embarrassing. 1 
only knew it from driving through there, and 1 thought that everything there was 
kind of stale and dull. It was a bit like a zoo, because 1 could leave, and they were 
to stay. So it was not so much the GDR that 1 found embarrassing, 1 felt 
embarrassed being there. To know that, whomever you meet, you meet them as a 
free person and they are prisoners. It was simply wrong. Ifound it simp~y wrong to 
lock people up behind a wall, to force them to drive these ridiculous toy cars, to 
put them into these terrible jeans. That was just undignified, there was something 
undignified to all that. You know, these people could get excited about a plastic 
shopping bagfrom the West. And 1 thought, my god, that's garbage where 1 live. 
So 1 found it really undignified and embarrassing. " 

Birgit seems to have seen the people who lived in the GDR mostly as vic:tims. She was not 

criticizing them for what she described as the terrible things about the GDR; in hl;:r statement, they 

rather come across as puppets, or 'animals' in a zoo, not as subjects. There appears to be a sense of 

superiority in the compassion Birgit put forward. 

In a similar vein, Bianca spoke about present-day East Germans as "underdeveloped" and 

not self-dependent: "They just sit there and wait for the good stuff to come flying over from the 

West, but that's not how it works. They themselves have to do something for it. But they can't do 

that, they have not learned how to stand on their own feet and do something. "Michi, a 39 year-old 

majority-German social worker from the West, described a related view, though in more cautious 

and self-critical terms: 

"1 think 1 am a bit skeptical when 1 meet East Germans. 1 have this cliche in my 
head that they are somewhat behind in their development as far as SCience, 
general education, and so forth are concerned. Also that they were more sheltered 
and have less life experience. 1 think it 's stupid of me to think that, but, 1 am afraid, 
1 guess that's what 1 think. [Laughs} 1 am probably a typical arrogant Wf:ssi. It's 
amazing how this propaganda works. And 1 have no close relationships with any 
East Germans and therefore no corrective. ,,3 

3 Some readers might find that these quotations beg for an in-depth analysis in terms of the kinds of 
self-images or self-understandings that are inlplicitly expressed in them. In the context of this chapter, I 
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While East Germans described negative experiences with arrogant and dominating West 

Germans, they always pointed out that they did not think all Wessis were like that, and that they 

had had many good experiences with West Gennans. 4 

Except for Viola, who was by far the youngest woman among my interview partners, these 

women had had many or most of what they saw as their formative experiences b<:£ore unification. 

Their views and attitudes had developed within the context of the respective fomter German states 

they lived in, even if they did not profess to a positive identification with these states. With the 

exception of the three women who had moved from either West to East or vice Vt:rsa, all of my 

interview partners felt certainly more connected to that part of Germany in which they grew up in 

than to the country as a whole. Some also felt a particular connection to the region within either of 

the two parts from which they originated. However, these regions were still seen as intrinsically 

Western or Eastern. Their origin in the respective former German states might have been more 

relevant to these women in certain regards and less important in others. NevertheJ,ess, a ten-year 

history of unification notwithstanding, by far the most of my interview partners dearly thought of 

themselves and their experiences as East German or West German, rather than simply German. 

cannot deliver a detailed analysis of all the views I am presenting. My main emphasis is on outlining the 
range of issues and opinions that came up in the interviews. The following chapter has a stronger analytical 
component. 

4 It is possible that my being from the West might have kept them from expressing more negative 
views of West Germans. In order to signal them that I was aware of arrogant and patronizing attitudes among 
West Germans towards East Germans and would not take it personal if they were critical of West Germans, I 
introduced questions about their views on and experiences with West Germans by referring to the 
documentation of such attitudes in the literature on East-West feminist relations. I then askled the women 
whether their own experiences resembled what is described in this literature or differed from it. Two women 
said that they think the literature adequately described what they experienced in the first few years after 
unification, but that they saw the situation as having changed for the better since then. My impression is that 
the East German women I interviewed were generally much less prejudiced towards West Germans than 
were the West Germans I interviewed towards East Germans. 
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When women talked about being German in terms of citizenship, they mostly referred to 

the privileges associated with that sta1ms. Nadja, a 26 year-old majority German from the West who 

was studying towards a degree in education and had a part -time job at the women's bureau of her 

university, told me about different situations in which she had become conscious of such 

privileges: 

"Often it is about things] can do that others can't. And that makes me kind of 
uncomfortable, but it is afact. For example, afriend of mine, who studies at the 
same university as] do, could not switch programs because the residence permit 
she needs to have as a foreigner specifies her program of study. So if she changed 
the program, her permit would no longer be valid And for me it would be like, oh 
well, ] don't like my program so ]just switch. Or take elections ... ] mean, ] have a 
very skeptical view of elections, ] think that slogan is true, you know, 'If elections 
could change anything they would be forbidden. ' You can only ever vote for the 
smallest evil. But still, ] have to acknowledge that others are not even allowed to 
do tha~. to vote. So, even though] do not perceive the right to vote as a privilege in 
my own terms, it is still a privilege. " 

Ines also talked about issues of legal inclusion and exclusion and pointed out that: 

"We have this situation where a certain part of the population cannot vote in 
elections - meaning those whom we call foreigners. To me, that's a void in 
democratic legitimacy. But that's part o1how Germanness is constructed in legal 
terms, how belonging and the distribution of privilege is regulated" 

Only very few women did not consider citizenship a relevant or meaningfhl category or 

factor in their lives. For example, 35 year-old Annika, a majority-German from th~: West who has 

working on a Ph.D. in English literature and ran a small business, put it this way: "Well,] have a 

German passport, so] guess in that sense] am German. But that's the only sense. And it does not 

mean anything to me. " When I asked Annika whether she thought that her citizenship had an effect 

on her life, apfu-t: from what it means to her personally, she said: "Not really. J mean, others have a 

French passport or an English passport, and] have a German one, but that doesn't really make a 

difference. Nationality is not important to me, and] am glad when] am around people who have 

the same view. " 

Most women did see citizenship as a crucial factor in their lives,. and refem~ to privileges 

they had in relation to 'foreigners' in Germany as well as to the fact that their being associated with 
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the German state and being situated in Germany was a privileged location in intfmational relations. 

They often talked about these privileges as a source of discomfort, because these: implied the 

discrimination or oppression of others. For instance, Anka conceived of her location in 

international relations as "on the side of the perpetrators" (see portrait above). She felt 

uncomfortable about that location and wanted "that situation to change; " yet, she considered it 

necessary to start from acknowledging her position and come to terms with the effect it had on 

herself and her relationship with others in order to be able to work towards change. 

Other women, in describing the discomfort they felt about being German, gave less 

emphasis to Germany's role in unjust and exploitative international relations and were more 

focused on what they saw as particularly negative aspects of the German national tradition and the 

German conception of citizenship. They referred to other national traditions, which they saw as 

more positive or progressive. For instance, Luci saw the French national tradition in a more 

positive light than the German one. 

"I think that their positive [national] consciousness is founded on something 
different than that of Germans; for example, the French revolution. I don't know 
that history in detail, there were probably also many things that were not okay. 
But, all in all, I see their national consciousness as different from that of Germans. 
Theirs is built on values, which I think is more appropriate. And I think it also has 
more to do with genuine love for one's country and culture. And I don't think 
that's the same in Germany. Here, nationality is defined in negative terms by 
excluding others. The national identity itse{f is empty, there is nothing positive in 
it, so Germans need to put down others in order to fiel pride. " 

Barbara, a 37 year-old majority-German from the West who worked as assistant professor 

in a social science department, had a similar view: 

"I think it's okay to.teel good about your national identity, even though it's 
nothing essential, it's real£v a construct. But I think that there is a human need in 
that regard People want to feel good about themselves. And for the Germans that 
is very difficult because of their history. They don't know what they could be proud 
of, and so they develop this stupid national pride which is based on looking down 
on foreigners. It's not a healthy national pride. And I think that's different in other 
countries. " 
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Instead, Michi thought that all nationalisms and all concepts of the nation should be viewed 

in critical terms, not just German nationalism and the German national tradition: "1 don't think its 

constructive to think, 'oh, 1 wish 1 was something else, anything but German. ' 1 think it's important 

to be critical of the idea of the nation in general. " She continued by explaining that she thought of 

all nationalisms as having reactionary seeds within them and that she saw the nation as a concept 

that was always based on exclusions and therefore antithetical to leftist and feminist politics. Elke, 

a 44 year-old majority German social worker from West Germany who had moved to East 

Germany a few years prior to when I interviewed her, was also generally opposed to any positive 

recourse to the idea of the nation: 

"1 don't find other nationalisms any less disturbing and dangerous than German 
nationalism. Of course, people should fight for their self-determination and 
against oppression by others. But when this fight is based on nationalist ideas, you 
already have the basis there for what can easily become another form of 
domination. " 

Many women pointed out that they considered the concept of the nation to be a construct, 

not an essential reality. They rejected the idea that there was a German Volk in the sense of an 

ethnic community that shared essential charact,eristics. But they also pointed out that, while it was 

important to recognize the nation as constructed, particularly in its ethnic definition, this did not do 

away with the fact that they were implicated in this construction and its effects in 'real' terms. As 

Anka put it: " ... you must not pretend that you are beyond this construct of the nation. Even though 

you might be able to deconstruct it on an intellectual level, it's still active on other levels. " Laura 

also emphasized that the concept of the nation needed to be called into question, although this did 

not mean that one had nothing to do with it (see portrait above). Nadja explained: 

"1 don't want to take the idea of the nation for granted, 1 think one rather needs to 
deconstruct it. But people are making it too easy for themselves when they say, '1 
have nothing to do with that. ' 1t simply makes a difference whether you are 
confronted with certain things or you are excluded or you cannot do certain 
things, for example, whether you cannot participate in a school trip to a foreign 
country because you don't have a German passport and would need a visa. And 
you cannot say, 1 have nothing to do with that because 1 am against the idea of the 



nation. ' You still have to confront yourselfwith these things, and also with what it 
means for yourse,lf to be implicated in that 1 can distance myself from the nation 
politically. One can also try to pursue a different kind of politics and possibly to 
change certain things that happen here. At the same time, one is also responsible 
for what happens here. In the face of something like the CDU's campaign against 
the introduction of dual citizenship, one cannot simply say, '] have nothing to do 
with that. ' This stuff is going on in this country, and ... yes, 1 would call that 
responsibility. A responsibility that all people here share, particularly those who 
are not excluded and discriminated against. You often cannot do much against 
what happens on the level of 'big politics. ' But you cannot say that it's not your 
business. " 

With the exception efWiebke (see pertrait abeve), nene efmy interview partners 
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described gender as an impertant mediating facter in hew they related te the nation and the natien-

state. A few wemen peint1ed eut that there were certain differences in hew men and wemen were 

incerperated inte the state, in hew their lives were affected by state pelitics, and in what men and 

wemen stand te gain frem natienalist prejects. But, these differences netwithstanding, they rejected 

the idea that the natien was entirely a 'men's business' and that they as wemen did net share 

respensibility fer the affairs ef the natien. 

Hewever, as mentiened befere, three efthe wemen I interviewed, Annika, Bianca, and 

Jutta, stated that they did net view their natienal associatien as meaningful er relevant in any sense. 

They emphasized that they wanted te be seen and treated as individuals and explained that they did 

net censider their natienality as having any effect en their lives. Fer instance, Annika said: "1 guess 

1 am technically a German, but 1 do not see myself that way. It really doesn't matter. " The enly 

sense in which she censidered herself German was in that she had a German lPasspert, but she alse 

censidered that as ultimately irrelevant. When I began the interview with Jutta, a 52 year-eld 

majerity-German nurse from the West, by asking her whether natienal identity was semething that 

she had theught abeut rather eften er rarely threugheut her life, she replied: 

"Well, 1 don't feel that 1 am ... well, that is of such minor importance to me. That's 
about as relevant as if someone is tall or small. 1 always say, whether checkered, 
striped, dotted, Eskimo, Kongo-Kaffir, that doesn't matter to me at all. 1 see much 
larger differences in the individual diffirences between humans. " 
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In stating that she did not consider her nationality, or nationality in general, to be of much 

or any significance, Jutta employed a rhetorical strategy that is frequently used in deflecting from 

the real impact that constructions of racial difference have on people's lives, such as when it is 

argued: 'What does it matter whether someone is white, black, yellow, or purple?' Jutta combined 

categories that are not used in order to construct difference, "checkered, striped, dotted, " with 

terms that are employed in categorizing people - and are pejorative and racist at that - and which 

are meaningful in the sens,e that such categorizations have a real effect on people's lives. Jutta 

continued by telling me that she could not understand why categories such as nationality were so 

important to so many people. She mentioned that she also had certain associations with such 

categories: ((For example, when] hear 'Spaniard,'] do think, 'fiery,' 'black hair.' But] can free 

myself/rom that. "Ultimately, she explained, "none o/these categories really mean anything. And 

this sense o/belonging with a group o/people, 1 don't have that at all. " She pointed out that she 

always put the emphasis on the individual: "1 don't like this thinking, you know, typical this or 

typical that. If someone would say to me that 1 am typically German, 1 would not let that pass. 1 

would explain to them that there is no such as thing as 'opically something.' And also ask them 

why they see me as that, whether their thinking is somehow bogged down. " When 1 asked her 

whether she thought of herself as Gennan in any sense at all, for example, in terms of her 

citizenship or her cultural background, she replied: ((Well, 1 really see it as something artifiCial, a 

construct. " 

Jutta, Annika, and Bianca all expressed a distaste of collectivities. While Annika 

mentioned that her identity as a lesbian was the only collective identity that was meaningful to her, 

Bianca rejected any kind of collective identity: 

"1 hate all collective thinking. My partner is a woman, but that does not mean that 
1 foel a connection to other lesbians, or to lesbians as a group. 1 don't belong to 
anything or anybody, only to myself. Same with Germanness. It's not realZv an 
issue for me because 1 don't belong to that. " 
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Yet, even though these women declared that they did not see themselves as Germans, each 

made numerous statements during the interviews that contradicted this claim. All of them clearly 

distinguished between Germans and other nationalities, particularly 'foreigners' in Germany. In 

making such distinctions, they explicitly or implicitly situated themselves among the Germans. All 

of them repeatedly used the pronoun 'we' in re£erring to Germans, and sometimes they even spoke 

in terms of 'we Germans' . 

Bianca repeatedly referred to "the problem with foreigners we have in Germany. "In her 

view, "they" were a burden on "our" social system. When I asked her to explain that a bit more, 

she replied: 

Bianca: "Well, the problem we have here in Germany with these masses of 
foreigners who come here. I think xenophobia has developed here because 
foreigners can freely stream in here. And they get social benefits that Germans 
normally only get when they work here and pay their social security contnibutions. 
And many foreigners are taken in here, sometimes because they need refoge, which 
I can understand But at the same time it costs a lot of money, they need clothes, 
food, shelter, and so forth. " 

Andrea: "It seems to me that you are mostly referring to asylum-seekers, who are 
not allowed to work in Germany. Is that right?" 

Bianca: "Yes." 

Andrea: "And what about others who work here and conlrihute to the social 
system?" 

Bianca: "Well, those are integrated To me. they arc no(./im'igners. they are 
Germans. " 

Andrea: "So what matters to you is how integrated somebody is. and if they are 
they belong here just as those who are born here? .. 

Bianca: "Right, that would be a Germanfor me. Although there is also the issue of 
mentality. I generally think that nationality is not what matters. It does not matter 
to me who is German in terms of their nationality. What matters to me is people's 
mentality. And we Germans have a mentality that is differentfrom, for example, 
Turks or Jordanians. And certain things contradict each other there in these 
mentalities and don't go together. " 

During this exchange, Bianca specified what she meant by 'foreigners' and explained that 

she considered all those who were integrated in German society to be German, regardless of their 
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nationality. At first, it seemed that the criteria by which she measured integration was whether a 

person worked and contributed to the social system. But then she explained that what mattered to 

her were people's mentalities, and that there were differences between the mentality of Germans 

and that of certain others, which she appeared to understand as more or less essential. Certain 

foreigners, she mentioned Turks and Jordanians, were thus more difficult to integrate on the level 

of mentality. Although, she did not consider it impossible, as she later mentioned some examples 

of people she knew who had taken on 'German mentality.' 

Annika also mentioned the 'foreigner problem;' though, she spoke of it as: a problem that 

other Germans, rather than herself, had with foreigners. Nevertheless, she thought that the solution 

to the problem was to reduce the influx of foreigners into Germany, as it seemed that "the majority 

of people here cannot deal with it when there are that many foreigners around. " Jutta also 

expressed the view that the "streaming-in of foreigners" should be restricted. She was further 

concerned that "we" were letting all kinds of "criminals" into the country, "who are then 

pampered all around " And she explained that she was also opposed to the continuing integration 

of the European Union: 

"1 don't know how to say it. A supeljiciallistener might now think that 1 am 
contradicting myself But 1 have to say, 1 am not in favor of Europe, even though 
nationality doesn't matter to me. But... the thing with Belgium, 5 1 don't want things 
like that. We Germans, we let ourselves be put down, and we put ourselves down. 
We do that more than others. We don't have this strict national consciousness like 
others do, which is also a good thing [not to have it). But these security 
regulations, other nations don't take them seriously. And about us they say that we 
are too correct and orderly, and we even feel ashamed for that. But, in certain 
regards. that correctness is totally justified and needed And 1 want that to stay 
that way. Perhaps that is a German peculiarity. " 

5 About a week before the interview, the medlia reported about people in Belgium having become ill 
after drinking Coca-Cola products that were contaminated with chemicals, the source of which was not clear. 
Shortly after, a few people in Gennany also became ill after drinking Coca-Cola products that had been 
imported from Belgium. This was a major news issue that sparked discussions about wheth€:r European 
integration was resulting in a weakening of national standards concerning food safety controls. I assume that 
this incident is what Jutta was referring to here. 
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While these three women expressed disdain for collectivities and denounced their national 

association, they displayed an identification with notions of Germans as a collective or of a 

collective German mentality. In talking about various others, particularly 'foreigners' in Germany 

and 'other nations,' they located themselves among the Germans, and the privileges they enjoyed 

as Germans were not in question for them. 

Jutta further seemed to perceive Germanness as a racial or ethnic category'. Starting offby 

telling me that she thought people should learn to think of themselves as cosmopolitans and give up 

fixed notions of identity, Jutta suddenly switched to talking about this incident. 

Jutta: "The other day, ] saw this very dark-skinned talk show host on TV, who says 
of himself, '1 am a Solinger [from the city of Solingen). , And he has an accent like 
someone from Solingen, but he is black as coal. And] thought that was great how 
he said that, '] am a Solinger, ] am born here, you cannot get more Solinger than 
me. ' And then] felt this pain because] thought, '] hope you never run into 
somebody who throws something at your head because you dare to feel so 
comfortable here. ' ] could cry when] think about that. " 

Andrea: "Do you think that many people in Germany still see it as a contradiction 
to be black and German?" 

Jutta: "Yes, well a contradiction ... ] mean, 1 see that he is black, but that ... ] think 
that's fascinating, someone opening his mouth, and. really, black as the night, 
really. And] personally don't have a problem with the word 'Rasse' [race). But by 
now] know better than to use it, ] have often been attacked for that. 6 So ] don't use 
it anymore. Althoughfor me, same with 'Neger' [Negro/Nigger], ] don'f have any 
second thoughts when] say that. How else should] say it? And a cat that was born 
in a cow stable is not a cow. You know? Why shouldn't] say that? He does look 
different. And his ethnicity, ] use that word now because race has negative 
connotations, ] mean, when they are born here, ] swallow that. But what remains is 
that. from the way he looks, he is not German in the sense that he is of the same 
descent as ] am. " 

When Jutta told me about the black Genman talk show host, and about her concerns that he 

might get attacked for 'feeling so comfortable' in Germany, I thought she was referring to the fact 

that many majority-Germans would not accept a black person as German and was critical of the 

6 The German word for 'race,' Rasse, is loaded with Nazistic connotations. While the English terms 
'race' or 'racial' can be used in a relatively neutral sense, for example, such as in 'multi-racial coalition,' the 
German terms Rasse or rassisch are much more charged as inherently racist and practically cannot be 
employed in a neutral sense. 
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racism behind that attitude. At the same time, it was also apparent that she was he:rself, as she later 

put it, fascinated by the fact that someone who was "black as coal" spoke with a Solinger-accent. 

Her response to my question whether she thought that many people in Germany still see it as a 

contradiction to be black and German did not pick up on what I perceived as a critical view of this 

attitude in her first statement; rather, she elaborated on her fascination and indicated that she 

herself did not see this man as German in the sense in which she saw herself Gemlan. Her use of 

the verb 'to swallow' in describing how she responds to claims of belonging by p(~ople like this 

man, "when they are born here, " suggests that she did not accept such claims, but rather gave in to 

them, much as she gave in to not using the term Rasse anymore, although she did not see it as 

problematic. In pointing out that "a cat that was born in a cow stable is not a cow, " Jutta indicated 

that, in her view, being born in Germany did not make people German, but that Germanness was a 

question of ethnic descent. Ultimately, she was not prepared to accept the black tallk show host as 

German because "he is not German in the sense that he is of the same descent as I am. " 

This was the only case in the interviews in which a woman explicitly talke:d about 

Germanness in ethnic terms. However, notions of Germanness as an ethnic category appeared 

implicit in some other women's deliberations of what it means to be German, particularly in 

relation to questions ofresJPonsibility for the Holocaust. These \\"ill be addressed in chapter 4. 

Questions of culture and socialization 

Among the issues t.hat were addressed in the interviews. explicit discussion of Germanness 

as a cultural category figured least prominently. Some women explained that they had no idea what 

could be said to constitute German culture and that they always wondered what exactly those 

politicians who speak of German culture as threatened by Vberjremdung wanted to rescue. A few 

women associated with 'German culture' famous German artists such as Goethe, Schiller, or 

Beethoven; but they were unsure about how toO describe German culture as lived reality today. 
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Many pointed out that there existed now such a mix of cultural elements and imports that one could 

not speak of there being any specific, and specifically, German culture. 

However, several women spoke of Germanness in terms of a socialization, and some also 

mentioned the German laIllguage as a meaning:fi.d element in their sense of being German. Many 

women further referred to particular norms and values, particular mentalities, and certain 

characteristics that they perceived as 'typically German;' although some also saw regional 

differences in these mentalities and characteristics. Among the attitudes cited as 'typically German' 

were, for instance: achievement-orientation, materialism, punctuality, orderliness, thoroughness, 

discipline, seriousness, uptightness, narrow-mindedness, boringness, lack of humor, lack of 

spontaneity, inferiority complexes, a know-all manner, and washing the car every Saturday. Jana, a 

30 year-old majority-German Ph.D. student from the West who worked part-time fur a women's 

project at her university, also mentioned "this attitude of majority-Germans that Germanness 

cannot include black skin or anything else that differs from what is conSidered the norm, that is 

maybe the most typical German thing, or majority-German 1 should say. " And Kris considered it to 

be typically German not to know much about Jewish culture in Germany before and after the 

Holocaust. 7 

For most women, and particularly majority-Germans, what they associated with 

Germanness tended to have negative connotations. They would not have liked to bl:: considered 

'typical Germans.' Wiebke, for example, explained that she did not want to be seen in terms of 

"these stereotypes" (see portrait above). As she herself associated Germanness with certain 

stereotypes - "punctuality, pigheadedness, achievement-orientation, intolerance toward other 

7 Significantly, considerations of what was typically German or of dominant attitudes in Gennany 
did not include reference to the role of Christian views, nonns, and values in Gennan socie~y. Only one 
woman, Ines, brought up the issue of the dominant culture's Christian underpinnings in pointing to the 
absence of reflections on this issue in feminist contexts. Most women who were Christian or Christian­
socialized only referred to this background in talking about the Holocaust or in talking aboult relationships 
with Jews. Otherwise, the issue of Christian background only came up in interviews with women who were 
practicing Christians but not in relation to questions of Gennan national identity. 



cultures" - but sought to be different than that, she saw herself as outside of Germanness in that 

regard. A similar view was put forward by Barbara: 

"I associate Germanness with being overly serious, disCiplined, dull, and' lacking a 
sense of humor. These are characteristics that I see as typically German. But I 
wouldn't say of myself that I am like that .. Therefore, I am always glad when 
people don 'f recognize me as a German when I am abroad. Yef, I see this 
seriousness and dullness as characteristic for many Germans. The Northerners are 
most like that, the people in the South not so much. And Ifind the people here in 
the far West to be a little more eloquent and elegant, more light and humorous. Of 
course, that's also a cliche, but I do find that there is something to it. It is a 
different mentality that I wouldn't associate with Germanness. " 
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Barbara identified certain qualities as typically German but did not see th\~se as descriptive 

of herself, and she mentioned feeling positive about not being recognized as German. She rather 

identified with the mentality she perceived among the people living in the same region as herself 

and made a distinction between that mentality and Germanness. So, in constructing a particular 

notion of Germanness, Barbara situated herself outside of it. 

Some women expllained that they had been or were making a conscious effort at not 

behaving in ways they considered typically German. For example, Laura talked about having been 

deliberately unpunctual, as her attitude had been that "punctuality is a German virtue and therefore 

I hate punctuality because I don't want to be German. " Several women mentioned incidents in 

which they were told by someone of a different cultural background that they were, not typical 

Germans, an experience that all of them described as pleasant. Nadja, for example, told me about 

the following situation in which she had been with a Hungarian woman who was in Germany on a 

scholarship and lived together with Nadja for a while: 

Nadja: "We were walking towards downtown one day and got to this traffic light, 
which showed red for us. But, since there was no car coming, I continued walking. 
And she laughed and said, 'J like the fact that you crossed at the red light. 
Normally Germans always stand and wait at the red light. '" 

Andrea: "Do you think it 's rather positive to be seen as untypical?" 

Nadja: "Yes, of course. That is almost a compliment. " 



However, her Hungarian roommate also challenged Nadja's view of herself as not a 

'normal' German: 

"While we lived together, she asked me a lot things, to which 1 often replied that 1 
did not know that, 1 did not know how these things are normally seen in Germany 
because 1 am not normal in that sense. And she often kept on probing and also 
called my definition of what is non-normal into question. Not directly, but the issue 
often came up, what is normai£v German and how am 1 diffirent. /I 

In conversation with her roommate, Nadja could not simply rest on lher se:lf-image as 
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different from the 'norm' but had to negotiate her self-image in relation to this woman's perception 

of her, in whose view Nadja might have hadl a lot il1l common with 'normal Germans.' 

Significantly, Afro-Germans Karina and Niko as well as Turkish-German Dilek, who 

associated much the same characteristics wilth Germanness as did many majority-Germans, had a 

different perspective on some of these characteristics. They described these as qualities they had 

aimed at perfectioning. Since their Germanness was often challenged, they had tried to prove it by 

"becoming more German than the prototypical German, " as Karina put it. Niko described herself 

"more Prussian than the Prussians" and spoke of qualities such as punctuality or correctness as 

her "weapons. " She said to me: 

"If you are late once, then you are just late that one time, you probably have some 
good excuse, that's fine. If 1 am late, then 1 am a lazy African. Or, let's take 
another example: If you are sweaty, you must have been running to catch the bus 
or something like that. If 1 am sweaty. then it's because 1 am a smelly, stinky 
African. " 

Although she spoke of certain characteristics as her 'weapons' against the racist 

stereotypes with which she was constantly confronted, Niko did not describe her bi;:ing "more 

German than most Germans" as a defensive attitude. She rather talked about it as a choice: 

"In many ways. 1 am much more centered here than many white Germans. They 
don't want to be German and think that attitude is cool. But 1 have embraced 
certain values which they don't have anymore. 1 have taken that culture into me 
and represent it, while the white people who come from this culture reject it and 
say, '1 don't want to be German, 1 want to be ... . ' Oh well, and then they go and try 
to be Indian or something, wear Indian clothes. But they are still white women. Or 
they want to be Africans and take African dancing lessons. But they don't want to 
be what they are. However, 1 am that, 1 am that too, 1 am exactly that. All these 



German values, punctuality, correctness, reliability, the language, I take them and 
I use them. I just don't have the looks of a 'typical' German. And so people are 
confronted with all of that in me. And they hear me speaking German, maybe even 
better than they do. And the exotic is gone. You know, the exotic, their view of me, 
'oh, she must have that kind of temperament. ' And then they are confronted with 
this Germanness, and all of sudden I hear 'gee, those Germans, ' about me, you 
know? Then I represent Germanness in its negativity for them. But I do call them 
into question. When they go and take on another culture, they appropriate it and 
dominate it. When I go and take this culture, I claim what belongs to me and where 
I belong. And it 's a choice you make. I could have chosen something else, but I 
chose Germanness, in spite of what most white Germans think of me, how they see 
me. 

155 

Like Karina and Dilek, Niko pointed out that the majority-Germans who don't want to be 

German belong anyway. Their disassociation from Germanness does not change their status as 

majority-Germans; thus, as Niko put it, their taking on other cultures amounts to appropriation and 

domination. Instead, Niko saw herself as claiming "what belongs to me and where I belong" 

against the attitudes of members of the white majority for whom she always remained the 'other,' 

be it in exoticizing stereotypes projected onto her or be it in that Niko represented Germanness in a 

way that they saw as negative. In both instances, the white majority looked at Niko as if into a 

mirror. What they saw in her was not Niko for herself but their own ideas about others and rejected 

parts of themselves. 

A number of women who referred to particularly German character traits saw these as a 

result of a socialization in Germany and reflected upon the extent to which they the:mselves were 

shaped by this socialization. Anka, for example, described herself as "overly punctual and 

extremeZv reliable. " She saw herself as lacking "the talent for organizing that Germans are 

supposed to have. "But, overall, she considered herself to have internalized certain "typically 

German 'virtues. '" Anka's voice turned ironic when she said the word 'virtues,' and she did not 

necessarily see these as positive. But they were part of her upbringing, and she considered it 

undeniable that she was, to some degree, German in that sense. Kris spoke of "obsessions," rather 

than 'virtues.' She described herself to me as lacking most of these qualities, which she was not 
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concerned about because she mostly saw them as negative. Still, she felt that her socialization in 

Germany had implanted in her a tendency to judge herself by her achievements, which she could 

not completely fend off (see portraits above). 

Sabine described her upbringing as typJically German in the sense that she~ "was pushed 

towards orderliness and discipline." However, her daughter was not like that at all: "And, on the 

one hand, 1 think it 's good that she is not like that. But, on the other hand, 1 have trouble tolerating 

the mess she always creates. That's where my upbringing comes through, 1 need a certain degree 

of order. " Sabine also told me that she sometimes wondered whether her daughter was making a 

"deliberate effort at not demonstrating these German characteristics, you know, punctuality, that 

certain kind of work ethics, etc. She is no longer working well in school, which she used to do. And 

sometimes 1 think, perhaps she doesn't want to be German. " 

MiIjana, a 46 year-old Serbian-German from the West who was Christian·-socialized and 

worked as lecturer at a university for applied sciences, explained to me that, although she would 

not have wanted to admit that throughout much of her life, she considered herself "quite German." 

She continued: 

"1 am certainly German in terms of the culture that shaped me. You know, certain 
things, this seriousness, 1 certainly have that. 1 pick up on that when 1, well, for 
example, I'm on this Yugoslavia-committee because of the war [in Kosovoj. And 
there are a lot of Yugoslavs on there, mostly Serbs, but others, too. And when they 
get together it 's always a big theater, lots of jokes, and this vulgar patter, you 
know, against Milosevic, which also has these sexual undertones. Then 1 realize, 
that's not mine. 1 would prefer a serious conversation over this howling. " 

Birgit and Bike referred to particular ways of communicating and interacting with others, 

which they saw as related to one's upbringing in Germany. Bike said: "There are certain things 

which go on without words, you can't really describe them, but you know they are particular. You 

only recognize that when you interact with people from another context. " Birgit, like MiIjana, 

thought that Germans tended to be more serious in interacting with others than people of other 

backgrounds: "There is this seriousness, this way of talking with each other, and also what you talk 
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about. I think Germans are generally bad at small talk. " Birgit explained that she became aware of 

such peculiarities when she lived in the United States for two years: 

"That's where 1 realized that 1 had a d~fJerent way of communicating, a different 
perspective on relationships, a difforent way of seeing the world. Not different in 
positive or negative terms, just different. And I might not have picked up on the 
fact that this had something to do with my background if I had only dealt with 
Americans during that time. But I also had contacts with other Germans who were 
there with the same organization as I was. And that's when I saw the contrast. The 
whole dynamics was difforent when you had a bunch of Germans together; the way 
you talk with each other, the way you relate to each other. It was more like, 'let's 
get right down to the bones. '" 

Several women mentioned that they became aware of their German socialization or cultural 

mould when they were abroad for an extended period oftime. Birgit said: "You let:zve with this 

wobbly sense or no sense of yourself as German, and you come back as a German. " Mira had 

spent half a year in Spain, and she explained that 

"In this context, 1 was particularly aware of my being German. It's starts with 
such cliches like punctuality, that you get mad when the busses don't come. Or 
things like how you approach people, what is important to you in contact with 
people. I think, what is typical about German culture is that you immediately start 
talking about serious stuff, global politics, world-shattering events. Germans can't 
do small talk for some reason. They are also qUick in talking about their deepest 
traumas. I am not quite like that. I am not as quick in sharing things about myself, 
but I think many Germans are. Generally, when you grow up black in this country, 
it. tends to be forther from your thoughts to define yourself as German. At least for 
me that was the case, I actually don't know if that 's generalizable. And I also went 
through a time when 1 totally rejected Germanness. But when you grew up in this 
culture and with parents, or one parent, from this culture, you're not free of it. 
Well. I am also narrow-minded and self-opinionated sometimes, or often rather. 
That's a very typical thing. And as a black person I experience that with white 
Germans because their racism is often expressed in this form: 'We know better 
how things are done, and in Germany that's the way it is done, and you better stick 
to our rules. ' And, at the same time, J can also be like that and go, 'that's how this 
or that is done. 'So I am also German in some of these things. And my roommates 
in Spain told me several times that I was typical£v German. Although, most people 
there did not think that I was from Germany. They thought I was from Africa. And 
so 1 guess they did not find my behaviors typically German because they did not 
necessarily see me as German. But my roommates told me that every now and 
then, the thoroughness, the diligence, the orderliness, all these cliches. But, fonny 
enough, it seems like there is some truth to them. " 
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Mira's statement oscillated between talking about ways in which she was German in terms 

of her socialization and tallking about how, a.s a black person, it had not been evidtmt for her to see 

herself as German because of her experiences with the white German majority. For instance, she 

was not treated by the white Germans as an 'insider,' but as someone who needed to be told how 

"things are done. " This ambivalence was paralleled in her experiences in Spain, where some 

people saw her as typically German while others did not perceive her as German but as African. 

Mira also spoke about what she described as typically German characteristics as cliches at the same 

time as she considered these to have "some truth to them. " These tensions in her account seem to 

resonate with her shifting sense of herself as 'typically German' as well as different from 'typical 

(white) Germans.' 

Luci, who had left Germany some time after unification and stayed in several countries of 

the Middle East for a lengthy period of time, described how her attitude towards he:r national 

association changed while she was abroad: 

"I was in Syria, Egypt, Israel, that region. These countries had things to them that 
I liked and other things that I didn't like. Some things Ifound really difficult to 
deal with. I guess I realized that other places are not necessarily better than 
Germany, that there are likable and dislikable things about all countries. Andfor 
the first time I could see things that I liked about Germany. And I also became 
more conscious of aspects of my personality that could be seen as German. It is a 
certain SOCialization, a way of looking at things. And I realized that I have to 
accept that, if only to be able to reflect upon it, to deal with it critical~v. To that 
end, Ifirst have to accept it. And that began on an intuitive level, not in my head I 
knew intuitive~v that that's what I am. And that I also have certain advantages 
because of it. That's when I could come back to this country, because I had come 
to a pOint where I could begin to deal with that identity. " 

Luci continued by explaining that she thought it was crucial to confront one:selfwith the 

effect that one's upbringing in a particular context had upon oneself in order to able to gain a 

critical perspective on it. In a similar vein, Pia, a 34 year-old majority-German from the West who 

worked at a sexual assault center, spoke about a need to become aware of the ways in which one is 

shaped by one's socialization in a particular culture in order to be able to reflect critJically on how 

this affects oneself and one's work with others. 



Pia: "] consider it pretty ignorant to think that the culture one grew up in had no 
impact on the kind of personality one has developed] think, the more contact you 
have with people who are not German-socialized, the more you realize that you 
are German. Although, you also have tlO be critical of that at the same time. 
Because there are all these people who say that Germans are punctual and other 
cultures are not, for example. So that can be a way of putting down other cultures, 
and you have to be careful not to construct stereotypes in that way. So it's a bit 
tricky. But there certainly is something to growing up here, it shapes you. And you 
have to acknowledge that in order to take responsibility for it. For example, ] 
sometimes wonder !f my great need for structure, particularly in doing team work, 
has something to do with the fact that] am German. ] really need order and clear 
structures and] don't deal very well with chaos. And when a migrant woman in 
the team tells me that she finds that typically German, ] have this impulse to say, 
'no, that has nothing to do with it, ]just like it that way. ' But then] have to ask 
myself, who am 1, what has shaped me? And the other question is, how am] going 
to deal with that? Do] insist on things being done my way or am] willing to look 
for compromises, to respect other ways of doing things?" 

While Pia pointed out the importance of acknowledging one's cultural background, she 
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also considered it a 'tricky' issue in so far as such an attention to different backgrounds can lead to 

stereotyping people. This tension between being accountable for the specificity of the norms and 

values one has internalized and refraining from essentializations was also addressed by Nadja: 

"When you grow up here, you certainly internalize a lot of things that you might 
not even be aware of Therefore, it is important to deal with history and to look at 
the structures of thinking that exist. And that shapes behaviors, that's part of your 
education in this country. it comes out in certain practices. ] think that my way of 
organizing things might have something to do with my having grown up here. At 
the same time, ] know Germans who are not like that at all. So] think you have to 
be real~v careful with that. You have to be careful with stereotypes. Even though 
you might pick up on certain things, you also have to consider that stereotypes 
already shape the way you perceive things. Jfyou come to a situation with a 
certain pattern of perception, you will probably find what you expected And then 
you don't pick up on the exceptions. So you're on treacherous ground there. " 

Michi also pointed out that, while she thought that there were certain attitudes that were 

more predominant in Germany than elsewhere, she considered it necessary to call stereotypes into 

question: "For every stereotype, you can find lots of people who are not like that. " In talking about 

ways in which she saw herself as shaped by having grown up in Germany, Michi said: 

"] think, maybe] would not be as concerned with questions of national identity if] 
wasn't German. For me, that is part of being German that] don't have this clear 
or unproblematic relationship to my national identity, that it is rather a coriflicted 
relationship. And that has a lot to with the history of this nation. And I think that's 



fine to have a sense of conflictedness in relation to your nationality. I am not 
seeking to change that. It's almost something that Ifind positive about 
Germanness .. that it forces you to keep reflecting on these things, rather than 
settling down in your nationality. " 
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A similar view was expressed by Laura when she talked about "living with the history of 

National Socialism" as "an essential part offher} cultural identity." This was the aspect of 

Germanness which had had the most influence on her sense of herself and how she viewed the 

world. Besides that, she only talked about her cultural background in terms of being rooted in the 

German language. 

The German language was brought up by a number of women as something that was 

important to them. Some of them described the German language as the only thing German they 

identified with in a positiv,e sense. While they saw most other aspects of Germann\~ss as at least 

somewhat problematic, the language was something they felt at home in. 

However, some women talked about incidents in which they became awarle that hearing the 

German language could be extremely unpleasant for people who had terrible experiences with 

Germans. Jana mentioned survivors of the Holocaust, for whom "that can be a traumatic 

experience. " Luci and Barbara mentioned that they avoided speaking German when they were in 

countries that had been occupied by the Nazis. In a somewhat related vein, Kris described that it 

was the German language that "brought [her} closer to this history." which had "felt like 

something strange" to her. When she read original documents from the Third Reich, she stumbled 

over the fact that they were written in German, as she had a sense that they should 1be written in a 

different language than her own. Being confronted with these documents written in her own 

language, she began to see herself in a relationship with the history of National Socialism (see 

portrait above). 

For Niko, being highly eloquent in German was one of her 'weapons,' although she also 

mentioned "a love for the language. " Dilek a.lso talked about the importance of being able to speak 

German very well in order to be able to defend herseAfverbally. With her parents she spoke a mix 

of Turkish and German, and she regretted that her grasp of the Turkish language was rather limit~d. 



Dilek: "My mother wanted her children to learn German very well. With my 
father, communication is sometimes difficult because he doesn't want to speak 
German and I am missing too much Turkish vocabulary. But I am glad that I 
learned German very well. I mean, I wanted to be German, so if was natural that I 
adopted that language more than Turkish. And I am also glad because I see how 
people who don't speak German well are treated in Germany. A lot of doors stay 
shut when you don't speak the language well enough. But I wouldn't say that the 
German language is an essential part of my identity. It's more like a tool for me. " 
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Sonja also thought that her experiences in Germany would have been different had she not 

already known the language before she came. One example she mentioned were enc:ounters with 

the immigration authorities: "I did not have problems with the offiCials when I came here. And I 

think that was because I spoke the language. Therefore, they could not treat me as shifty as they 

treat those who don't speak much German. " Yet, for her the language was also an important point 

of connection to a society and culture that she was still in the process of becoming fitmiliar with. 

Questions of belonging 

As I discussed in chapter 1, the dominant notion of Germanness as intrinsically 'white' by 

implication renders German identity an ethnic or racial identity and constructs an opposition 

between being of color and being German. To the ,extent that a Christian socialization or a 

Christian-secularized culture and worldview is part of the hegemonic conceptualization of 

Germanness, being, for example, Jewish or Muslim and being German are further perceived as 

mutually exclusive. Some of the women I interviewed were situated within this 'national norm' 

while others found themselves excluded from it. The majority-Germans among my interview 

partners expressed differing levels of awareness of this norm and their own implication within it. 

Those who recognized it as position of dominance and privilege often expressed feelings of 

discomfort in relation to this status. Several women explained that, at an earlier point in their lives, 

they had not been able or wining to recognize their implication in such relations of power; 

however, they had since come to acknowledge it and accept accountability for this position. 

Instead, the Afro-Germans and the Turkish-German woman among my interview partners related 
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experiences of being denied affirmation of their identity as Germans. All of them had been faced 

with questions such as 'Where are you from?' - sometimes followed up with 'But where are you 

really from?' when they explained that they were from Germany. As Dilek put it, the implicit 

message in such questions is: "You don't look like us, you must be from somewhere else, and 

therefore you will never belong to us. " These women spoke of having to make room for themselves 

within Germanness in the face of challenges to their claim of belonging. In contrast to their 

experience, for many majority-German women the question of Germanness was an issue of coming 

to terms with the fact that they belonged to something they did not want to belong to. 

Many majority-German women saw Germanness as a 'difficult' issue. Julia described it as 

"burdened" and "negative. " Anka spoke of German identity as "problematic~ "Wiebke found it 

"difficult" to see herself as a German. While she acknowledged that she could not simply opt out 

of that association and recognized that her nationality had an effect on her life, she maintained that 

she did not have a German identity, nor did she want one. Laura described having felt 

"embarrassed" about being German and that she had tried to "cut herself off/rom that belonging. " 

Kris explained that she found it "diffiCUlt" to address the issue of national identity; not only talking 

about it, even just thinking about it made her feel ""llncon?iimahlL' . .. She saw it as a "touchy" and 

"embarraSSing" issue (see portraits above). Important factors in why these women saw German 

identity as 'uncomfortable' or 'difficult' were the history of National Socialism and the Holocaust 

as well as privileges related to Germanness as a legal status and a location in international relations. 

However, some women's discomfort around being Gennan also related to their views of other 

Germans with whom they did not want to be identified. Their notion of Germans as a collective 

and their sense of being associated with this collective caused them to feel uncomfortable about 

being German. 

For instance, Laura mentioned that she had wanted to distance herself from Germanness 

because of "certain other Germans, whom [she} found kind of sickening, to whom [she} did not 
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want to belong. " She tati<ed about feeling embarrassed when she met other Gennan tourists abroad. 

This was an example us~d by many women in pointing to situations in which they had felt 

uncomfortable about bei~g Gennan. They j~voked images of the 'ugly' German who tramples about 
, 

in foreign countries with!the attitude of a soldier belonging to an occupying force, shows no respect 

for local customs, and wfnts everything to be just like in Gennany. Several women described 

encounters with such Get·mans as a source of embarrassment. Isabell, for instance, made this 

comment: "] feel really embarrassed when] am abroad and encounter Germans who don't know 

how to behave. That ma~f!s me uncomfortable or embarrassed, because] know that] also belong to 

this people. " Watching o~er Gennans 'misbehave,' a number of women felt relucltant to identify 

themselves as Gennans ahd tried to stay clear from these Gennan tourists. Some also expressed 

concerns about being ide~tified with these 'ugly' Gennans. For example, Barbara said: "] always 

try to keep my distance frpm these German tourists who just don't know how to behave in a foreign 

country. ]find them emb4rrassing, and] certainly don't want to be lumped together with them. " A 

similar statement was ma~e by Viola: 

"Sometimes lfinJi it embarrassing to bj~ German Particularly when I am abroad 
and] see how so~e Germans behave. for example. in the Czech Republic, where 
everything is chefper than in Germany. These Germans go there just to get drunk. 
And when] see hl!w they behave on the streets and in the pubs, ] real£vfind it 
embarrassing. A~d ] don't want to be put into one category with these people. But 
] hope that the pepple there know that not all Germans are like that. " 

I 

While these women viewed themsellves as different from the 'ugly' Germans, their feelings 

of embarrassment indicatt that, on some level, they saw a connection between themselves and 

these other Gennans. Isa~eIl made this expli.cit in stating that she "also belong[ed] to this people. " 

whereas Barbara and Viola were concerned about how they were perceived in the light of these 

other Gennans' behaviorsi. 

Another regard iniwhich several majority-Gennans had felt highly uncomfortable about 

being Gennan was in rela~ion to racist attacks and murders committed by (majority-)Gennans. 

Birgit, for instance, referred to the chain of attacks, some of which had a pogrom-like character, 
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that occurred in the year~ after unification and explained: "] had this feeling of embarrassment, you 

know, every time] went to a Turkish grocery store] almost felt like] should be extremely friendly 

and give the vendor a tip to make up a little for the fact that they are living in such a terrible 

country. ] really had thi~ impulse, because] felt embarrassed" Barbara said: "] remember when 

this arson attack in Soli~gen happened and these Turkish women were killed. That was terrible. ]n 

such situations, ]feel very uncomfortable about being German, ]feel embarrassed or ashamed" 

However, other women pointed out that, while they were shocked by the massive racist 

violence and murderous ~ttacks, they did not have a sense that these racist actions reflected upon 

themselves in any way, qecause they did not identify with the people who committed them. For 

instance, Michi said: 

"] was not really, surprised when all this started to happen. ] mean, ] knew there 
were people like Ithat. Although] was shocked at how fast the inhibition level sank 
all of a sudden. ~ guess, ] did not expect that. But] don't feel like ] have anything 
in common with Juch people. They are Germans and] am German, but that in 
itself does not mJke you a racist. ] don't feel like ] 'm responsible for what such 
people do. What Jr am responsible ji'Jr is trying to do my share in creating a social 
climate that does~ 't allow such things to happen. " 

Ines had a similar view: 

"] was totally anJrzoyed by this public display of shame, you know, the candle light 
chains, how this ~We feel shame' was being sold] did not feel shame, ] was angry, 
totally furiOUS. ]lrean, these people are Germans, they also live in this country, 
but] don't identiiv with such people. My politics is completely opposed to theirs. 
And that's where !my responsibility comes from, not because they are Germans and 
] also happen to ~e a German, but because] am opposed to such things, So] have 
to look what poss~bilities are there for myself to do something against that. " 

What distinguishes Birgit's and Barbara's response to the racist crimes from that of Michi 

and Ines is that Birgit and I Barbara seemed to feel somehow connected to the perpetrators, even 

though they did not agree Iwith their actions, whereas Michi and Ines clearly distinguished between 

themselves and the perpet~ators. Birgit's and Barbara's feelings of embarrassment or shame seem 

to be the result of a sense that the racist crimes committed by other Germans somehow also 

reflected upon them. Birg~t even had the impulse to 'make up' for the crimes by being particularly 
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friendly to the Turkish grocers she bought from. Michi and Ines did not see themselves as 

connected to the perpetrators. These were Germans and they themselves happened to be German, 

but that was no grounds for them to identi~y with the perpetrators. Michi' s and Ines' s sense of 

responsibility was not sol much related to the fact that they were Germans but resulted from their 

being politically opposed to the crimes and the motives behind them and from their wanting to 

work against these. 

In Jana's description of her response to the upsurge of racist violence after unification, 

Germanness played a moire important role than it did for Michi and lues. She explained: 

"1 had this sense; you have got to do something. So 1 got involved with several 
initiatives, for ex'(:tmple, against the change of the asylum law. 1 was also involved 
with this group 4at worked with refogees. It was important for me to show that 
there are people ~ho are opposed to what is going on. Also to the victims and to 
potential victims. I To show them that there are also other Germans than those who 
attack refogee hdstels. But 1 did not feel shame or something like that. Because 1 
was politically aJtive, Ifelt that 1 stooa; to put it in aflat or vapid [platt} way, on 
the correct side. " 

While Jana did n~t describe having felt shame or embarrassment in response to the attacks, 

it was important to her to ishow that there were 'other' Germans. It seems that, in opposing the 

crimes and the change of the asylum law as well as in working with refugees, she was also 

negotiating her own identity as a German and her relationship to the attackers. 

Karina also talked about wanting to show that there were -other- Gennans. She described 

the time when the attacks jat Rostock, MolIn, and Solingcn_ among others, occurred as follows: 

"That was a time Iwhen my skin color became very important again. 1 was in these 
two worlds again.j On the one hand, 1 am of color and therefore affected by this 
racism. On the otl(ler hand, 1 am also German. And when 1 travel somewhere, for 
instance, 1 was re'cently in Egypt, people ask me about what is going on in my 
country. And whar am 1 going to answer, that 1 have nothing to do with that? Or do 
1 say, yes that happens in the country where 1 come from, where 1 feel 1 belong, 
where 1 am at ho~e. And 1 don't want people to think that there is only racism in 
Germany, it's alsq a nice country in many ways. But that is difficult, to stand on 
both sides somehow. 1 mean, it wasn't too bad where 1 lived here in West 
Germanv. But whln 1 traveled East to visit friends and relatives ... 1 stopped doing 
that for ~ while. Ard then, after a few years, 1 went there again with my husband. 
We wanted to go camping, but we had not even gotten to the camping site yet, 
when people screamed at me, 'Neger raus hier!' [NegroslNiggers out]. And so 1 



am scared to go there again. So skin color was a big issue. At the same time, I also 
think that 1 havd the chance to show foreigners, here and abroad, through my way 
of interacting w~th them, that not all Germans are idiots, that there are other 
Germans as welt That was also important to me at the time. " 
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In the face ofth€ racist attacks and the general upsurge of openly expressed racism, Karina 

found it difficult to reco~cile her identity as a person of color with her identity as a German. While 

she was on the side of th~ victims, she also felt responsibility as a German; she spoke of being in 

"these two worlds again] " As she felt connected to Germans as a collective, she wanted to show 

that not all Germans are racist 'idiots.' 

Mira set herself ~n a different relationship to the crimes: 

"When these attqcks happened, 1 did not see myselfin a relationship with the 
perpetrators, 1 r4ither saw myselfin a relationship with the victims. That was 
automatic, 1 medn, it was clear to me where 1 stand in this. Well, 1 don't live in a 

I 

hostel for refUgees and so 1 am not as much of an easy target. But 1 did not feel 
shame or wante~ to show the world that not all Germans are like that. 1 don't see 
myself as repres~ntative of the average German in that regard. These are moments 
when the fact thd,t 1 am German is really of minor importance. Lately, when I was 
abroad it was often in relation to being a black German that 1 participated at 
certain events. A~ul, in that fUnction, it would not occur to me to try and represent 
Germany in any hetter light. And the people at these events would not see me as 
representing the average German. So, the issue for me then is rather to inform 
people, without ~hining, about how shifty it is in Germany for black Germans, 
what our everydJv; life is like, the things that happen, what we are trying to do 
against that. But If know that, as a child, when we lived outside of Germany, other 
children teased me because 1 was German. And then 1 had the feeling that 1 wanted 
to defend the cou~try. " . 

While, as a child and abroad, Mira had been identified with Germany and was prepared to 

defend the country when she was teased about her association with it, in relationship to the racist 

crimes committed by majority-Germans, she clearly situated herself as a black German, not an 

'average' German. She wcits not identified with all Germans as a collective and did not have the 

sense of ambivalence that i Karina described. The fact that she was German was of minor 

importance in that contextb she felt more ofa connection with the victims of these crimes. In her 

participation at events abrbad, Mira saw herself as representing black Germans, not Germans as a 
I 

whole, and it was not her ~bjective to ameliorate Germany's reputation. She rather wanted to make 

clear how bad the situation really was with n;:gard to racism. 
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The various res~onses to actions of other Germans just described, the feelings caused by 

these and women's undetstandings of responsibility in relation to them, appear to be linked to the 
, 

kinds of collectivities wdmen saw themselves as associated with. How they reacted and related to 

the behaviors and action$ of others depended on whether or not they saw themselves as connected 

to these others and how ~ey understood that connection, that is what kind of 'imagined 

communities' they saw themselves as belonging to. For instance, Isabell felt embarrassed by the 

behaviors of German tourists because she £elt that she also "belong[ed] to this people. "Birgit's 

and Barbara's feelings off embarrassment or shame in response to racist attacks committed by 

majority-Germans seem ~o indicate that they were identified with (majority-)Gennans as a 

collective, whereas Michj and Ines did not have that sense of association with the perpetrators. Ines 

said: "] also see myselfin a chain of identification, but that does not go back to nationality. ] 

identify with a certain poiitics. " In a different but comparable vein, Julia pointed out that she did 

not identify with "that Germany. " She explained: "] identify with certain people, from East and 

West, with whom] share views and ideas about politics and society" (see portrait above). Jana 

negotiated her identity as ia German in opposition but also in relation to racist Germans. Like Jana, 

Karina did not want to se~ these Germans as taken to represent Germans as a whole and wanted to 

show that there are 'otherr Germans. Mira did not have an equally strong sense of connectedness to 

Germans as a collective a$ did Karina. Whereas Karina felt a tension between her identity as a 

person of color and her id~ntity as a German, for Mira, Germanness was of minor importance in 

regards such as racist attapks committed by majority-Germans. As a black German, she did not, or 

not always, identify with ~average' Germans. Similarly, Dilek related to such incidents as a 'Turk,' 

although she otherwise di~ not 'feel like [she} was a Turk, "but rather understood herself to be 

German. But her sense of Oermanness did not include an identification with Germans who are 

racists. They would not se~ her as belonging to their 'imagined community,' nor would she see 

herself as connected to th~m. Sonja, in describing her response to the contlict between a "German 

woman" and a "black men., " positioned herself as "a kind of stranger" in Germany; she did not 
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really feel part ofa collettive of Germans (see portrait above). Another example of how a woman 

negotiated her own position in relation to 'imagined communities' was Wiebke's account of how 

she approached the issuel of racism. While she mentioned that she saw herself as privileged because 

of her white skin and wa$ seeking to learn about how racism "affects women's lives, " she found 

herself "somewhat split'1 when it came to how racism affects migrant men. It seemed that she 

found it difficult to reconcile the fact that migrant men can be victims of racism while they can also 

be "perpetrators" in relation to women. Therefore, she divided between a "world of women" and a 

"world of men" and sought to engage primarily with this 'imagined community' of women and 

leave aside the 'world of~en' (see portrait above). 

Interestingly, malfly of the women who identified with, or saw themselves in a relation to, 

Germans as a collective ~ointed out at other points in the interviews that they considered the notion 

of the German nation or the German people to be a construction, not a reality. In certain regards, 

however, they identified ,~ith that construct. Often, this was the case in regards that raised what 

could be considered moraii questions, for instance, in relation to the legacy of National Socialism 

and the Holocaust and in relation to racism. In discussing issues of responsibility in such regards, 

these women connected tfueir sense of responsibility to their being German. This indicates that 

people's attitudes towardS the issue ofnatioltlal identity can be multi-layered and contradictory; 

their understandings of the nation and national identity are not seamless and entirely 'rational' 

edifices. It might also ind1cate that, in such charged contex1s, calling the construct of the German 

nation or people into queshon was seen as in contradiction with the need to acknowledge 

accountability or responsibility and, therefore, possibly as immoral or politically irresponsible. 

These issues will be addressed in more detail in the following chapters. However, a brief discussion 

of two incidents where su¢h contradictions were at play will serve to further illustrate this matter 

already at this point. 

While we were talking about racism" Nadja made this comment: 



Nadja: "There are situations that lfind difficult. For example, some time ago I was 
taking the subway, and this man approached me who ... well, he did not look like 
he was German kInd he also hard~v spoke German, he spoke French. And if that 
had been a German man, I would not have let him approach me, I would have told 
him to leave me ~lone. But I find that difficult when, well. when I do not want the 
person I am dea~ing with to get the impression that all Germans are cold. When I 
have this wish tol show that there are also some, who ... , well there are also other 
Germans. But inisuch situations I have this conflict because I don't want to get hit 
on no matter by ll\lhom, and at the same time I don't ... I can't draw the line. " 

Andrea: "Because you are concerned that this person could experience that as 
racist? 

Nadja: "Yes. Anct I don't have this concern when approached by a white German 
man. And I don'~ know how to deal with that. I let myselfbe drawn into 
conversations, b*t I have an uneasy feeling as I am doing it. That's an 
uncomfortable situation, because there are things in there that I have not clarified 
for myself" 

Nadja already seemed uneasy when it came to describing the man she was talking about. 
I 

She appeared to be at los$ for an adequate word to describe him, and so she said that he did not 
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look like he was German,: implying that he was not white, although, at an earlier point in the 

interview, Nadja spoke cItitically of such cOlilceptions that equal Germanness with being white. Her 

assumption that he was n<i>t German was confirmed by the fact that he hardly spoke German. She 

explained that if a (white)! German man had approached her, she would not have gone along with it. 

But in this situation, she felt that her simple disinterest in being approached, no matter by whom, 

could seem racist to the man in questiOin. She saw her behavior in the context of what she assumed 

this person's experience was with Germans, and she did not want him to think that "all Germans 

are cold. " She wanted to show him that "there are also other Germans. " But she felt 

uncomfortable because she was doing something she did not want to do and had not clarified for 

herself how tOi deal with sllch situations. At several times during the interview, Nadja called the 

idea of the nation and notipns of Germans as a collective into question. However, in this context, 

her decision as to how to ~espond to being approached by this man was not made by her for herself 
I 

as an individual, but she d~cided in terms of how she wanted to act as a German, what kind of 

representation of Germa.ru.iess she wanted to put forward. Her wish to give a particular 



representation of herself las a German stood in contradiction to, and kept her from, acting in the 

way she would have preferred to act, and in which she would have acted if she had been 

approached by a white Qerman man. 

Laura comment¢d on a similar kind of situ.ation: 

"One of the things Ifind really odd is when I realize that I do things like smile at a 
black guy on theistreet, not because Ileellike doing that, but because he is black. 
In order to give him a positive feeling. That I find really odd, that I seem to think of 
myself that I sho,,"ld be the one to give him that feeling. Where I am not sure how to 
reflect on what I! am doing there and why 1 am doing it, it's not entirely conscious. 
I guess, I really ~ave this thing that 1 want to show him that there are nice 
Germans. But I tV--zink that's almost racist. Because I reduce this person to his being 
black and I redufe myself to being German. " 

The impulse to stuile at a black person that Laura described was, much like in Nadja's 

case, related to a wish to ishow that there arle "nice Germans. " Laura's comment also implicitly 
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posited an opposition befween being black :and being German. She pointed out that she thought her 

thinking and acting like that was not adequate. For one thing, it had a racist note to it, as she was 

reducing this person to hi~ skin color and did not see and treat him as an individual but as a black 

man. For another thing, she was reducing herself to the fact that she was German, which was in 

contradiction to her rejec~ing it "when people reduce me to my being German, " since "it is not 

sole{v definitive of who I/um. "(see portrait above). Thus, she was evoking a notion of German ness 

that she otherwise wanted to call into question. She was critical of the fact that she was reproducing 

notions of difference and ~dentity that she thought were problematic. But she found that there was 

obviously something at p~ay in such situations of which she was not entirely conscious and which 

led her to think and act inlsuch ways. 

Few majority-Gemnan women mentioned ever having felt comfortable about being 

German. Although, sever<j.l women pointed out 1that, while they felt uncomfortable about being 

German, they had to acknowledge that it was in many regards a comfortable position to be in. For 

instance, Michi said: "The circumstances for living are certainly much better here than in many 
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other places. Most people here don't have much to worry about. So, while there might be a number 

of things that bother me labout my nationality, it comes with a lot of advantages. " Pia, Luci, and 

Ines, among others, made similar points, and these three women also mentioned that, as lesbians, 

they certainly had it mudh easier in Germany than lesbians in many other countries. 

A small number l of women explained that they were interested in identifying positive 

elements and traditions in German history and intellectual culture that allowed for a positive sense 

of German identity. For ~nstance, Jana mentioned early in the interview that as a teenager she had 

mostly felt rather uncomlfortable about being German but later developed a different view. When I 

asked her to elaborate o~ that, she replied: 

"During my schhol years, 1 had a pretty simple picture. Being German was 
something negafive or burdened, that was simply clear. And then at the university, 
1 found that man~ important ideas had originated in Germany, that there are many 
important thinkers who come from Germany and who are well-respected in other 
countries. And there are also certain achievements, like the social svstem, where 
people real{v esthblished something good. These things 1 can relate-to in a positive 
sense. So 1 realized that it is not that simple, that Germany is not just the Nazi­
past. But before that 1 did not have such a more differentiated view of Germany. 1 
rather thought t~at one had to feel ashamed of being German. " 

Barbara explained that there were some regards in which she "liked the fact that [she was} 

German. " She continuedl 

"There are certa1n collective achievements in this countrv that 1 believe we can 
feel good about. We have a very open school system, whi~h offers a lot of 
opportunities, a good social net - except for childcare, though - also certain 
political and ecohomic achievements. So these kinds of things, in relation to such 
things 1 would salv that 1 like being German, or even that 1 am a little proud to be 
German. " 

Jana's and Barbara's positive sense of being German was associated with the achievements 

of other Germans and witb 'collective achievements.' Again, as in many of the examples above, 

what was decisive to theit sense of being German was their view of the collective to which they 

understood themselves asl being connected. 

For most other m~jority-German women, however, their notion of the collective with 

which they felt associatedl rather evoked negative feelings, and anything like pride in relation to 
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that association was out pfthe question. Some women, Laura for example, talked about having put 

much emphasis on the f*t that they had a grandparent or other ancestors who were not German, 

which meant to them tha~, as Laura put it, "'at least I am not totally German. " Sabine told me that 

her daughter had asked bier once whether she only had German ancestors: "So I had to tell her, 

'sorry, I don't have anytl(zing else to offer you. ' She found that a pity. But she was happy when we 

were in Tunisia and some people thought she was a Turk. " 

Some majoritY-German women described a more distant or emotionally neutral sense of 

relationship to Germans as a collective. Kris, for instance, talked about her sense of connectedness 

as such: 

"I was coming back from Italy once, where I had really felt a difference in how 
people treated m~ as somebody who looks kind of like a punk, you know, much 

I 

more staring, that kind of thing. And on the train back to Germany, where there 
were mostly Gerirzans, nobody paid attention to that So I had this feeling 
somehow, well, I::am back home. And it 's something like ... you know better how to 
estimate where people are comingfrom and they can estimate where you are 
comingfrom. Th~re is less of an unknown in dealing with each other. But there are 
many Germans to whom I don't have any sense of connection, a sense that we 
share something, lalthough there is this level of cultural familiarity, which 1 might 
not have with ma~y Italians. But that is not enough to foel that I belong with 
people and certainly not aground jbr solidarity or something like that. There are 
other things whic~ are much more important. I feel that I belong much more to a 
certain political s~bculture, that's a much more important identification. " 

For Kris, association with certain collectives was not a fateful circumstance; it was, to 

some extent, up to her to decide how much meaning she wanted to give to these associations. Luci 

made a related point in remecting self-critically IOn her wish to distance herself from Germanness. 

She said: "This Germann~ss is on some level really a fiction. I mean, whom do I have in mind when 

I think of Germanness? Do I think of black Germans or migrants who are also Germans? Do I 

want to distance myselffrfvm them, too?" In reflecting on the notion ofGermanness from which 

she wanted to distance her~eIf: Luci opened up the question of how this was defined, who was 

included in or excluded fr@m it. She came to realize that her idea of Germanness had been based on 

her view of white or ethnic Germans and had not included black Germans and migrants. Based on 
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this realization, Luci explained that she thought she should take a more critical look at what kinds 

of collectives she sees herself as associated with. 

From Kris's andlLuci's deliberations, as well as that of other women like, for example, 

Ines, Michi, or Mira, em¢rges a perspective on coHective association in which a sense of belonging 

with certain people is not a matter of fate, but something of which one can take control. While 

there are certain factual implications which one cannot simply opt out of, for instance, legal status 

or race privilege, individ*als can make decitsions as to what communities they 'imagine' 

themselves to belong to ckd in allegiance to which they want to act. 

Taking responsillility for the communities or collectivities one 'imagines,' and for how one 

acts in relation to them, n~eds to include attention to the conditions of belonging for oneself and 

others in a given social c<!'ntext and how one's own negotiations of issues of association relate to 

that of others. Indeed, as Karina, Dilek, and Niko pointed out during the interviews, it doesn't help 

them in their situation whien majority-Germans denounce their Germanness and think that resolves 

what is problematic abou~ that location. They would rather like to see majority-Germans accept 

accountability for how they are positioned and acknowledge how their situation relates to that of 

others. While Sabine's dalilghter might find it a positive experience to be seen as a Turk, this 

resonates in a rather discordant or conflicted way with Dilek's experience that: "It doesn't matter 

how I see myself, for mos~ people I remain a Turk. " She explained: "1 don't have a problem with 

being German, 1 have a p~oblem with the fact that such differences [as skin color and her parents 

origin} are given meaning, are given value. That's the problem with Germanness. " 

Searching for coristructive ways of dea!ing with the issue of national association might 

thus best start from bringing into communication the various experiences and needs around this 

issue, from examining h0'f these experiences and needs are connected to locations within social 

relations of power, and ex~loring where they meet and where they conflict. This could provide the 

grounds for imagining difthent kinds of corrununities and possibilities for allegiance and inclusive 
I 

politics. 
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Seeking to makei a step towards creating such communication and thinking through issues 

oflocational politics, the! following chapter will take a closer look at how the women I interviewed 

understood and negotiate~ Germanness in relation to the historical context in which they were 

situated, particularly the legacy of National Socialism and the Holocaust, and what kind of 

experiences and needs thh formulated in relation to that context. The final chapter will then 

consider the kinds of loc*ional politics inhl;:rent in my interview partners' reflections and examine 

what possibilities for connection they open up. 



~':;hapter 4 

A pla~e in history: Ref1lections on German identity 
after NatioIllal Socialism and the Holocaust 

Illltroduction 

[1]n Gennany and within the framework of its political culture the traces 
of the Nazi past and the Holocaust as its main core can be discerned at 
almost all layers of feeling and ex,]>ression in both the private as well as 
the public spheres. Indeed, the history of the Federal Republic seems to 
be accompanied by cyclically recurring debates and periodic outbursts in 
regard to th,e Nazi past, which are often prompted by questions 
concerning the itnterpretation and representation of the Holocaust. Such a 
discourse appears basic to Gennany's moral and historical self­
awareness. Its fluctuations allow the beholder to gauge prevailing 
circumstances in the public realm and beyond. This discourse contributes 
to the fonnatioJ] of a specific collective consciousness, indebted to an 
incriminated past. By all appearances, the Holocaust might well be 
defined as an identity-fonning foundational event. 

- Dan Diner, On Guilt Discourse and Other Narratives (1997) 

This chapter adrutesses the place of the Nazi past in my interview partners' understanding 

of German identity. I wiU discuss how these women saw themselves linked to the past as 

individuals and/or as members of collectives, what moral and political implications they drew from 

it, and what notions of Germanness they pn::sumed or produced in their reflections on the past and 

its relation to the present. ,As touched upon already, there are significant differences in how these 

women viewed and interpreted their personal and collective connections to National Socialism and 

the Holocaust and in how!they understood and negotiated their identities in relation to this history. 

Many of the most trenchaht differences relate to the particular continuity in which individual 

women considered themselves to be situated. Some women understood themselves as descendents 

of individual former perp~trators, supporters, and bystanders or, more generally, as standing in the 
, 

tradition of the collective Mrhich brought the Nazi regime to power and supported or tolerated its 

crimes. Others traced their roots to victims of Nazism and the Holocaust. Some women recognized 

a connection to both victims and perpetrators, while yet others were related to neither. In 

correlation to these variouis associations, they approached the past from distinct perspectives and 
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there are decisive differences in how this history figured in their individual conceptions of 'being 

German.' 

Other factors peIjtaining to differences in these women's views on the legacy of the Nazi 

past include their upbringing in the respecti.ve former German states, their age, their political 

outlook and commitmen~s, and distinct circumstances and experiences that had caused them to 

reflect on this past and its role in the present. Yet, these differences notwithstanding, many women 

shared a concern with sp€cific issues, even though they approached them from different angles. 

While my interview part:ders' engagements with the history of National Socialism and the 

Holocaust included quest~ons of what happened, how, and why, most of their reflections focused 

on the political and mora1 or ethical implications of this legacy. These were of particular concern to 

women who understand ~1emselves to be successors of the perpetrator group at large. In chapter 1, 

I have provided an outlin¢ of how the politkal dimension of this legacy has been negotiated in the 

two post-war German states and of how contesting interpretations of this legacy figure in political 

debates over national ideritity and the unified nation-state. Next to this political context, my 

interview partners' reflections on the past are marked by, and formulated in reference to, the ways 

in which the psychic and moral dimensions of this legacy were dealt with collectively since 1945, 

and differently so at various points in post-war history. A fcw commcnts on this context are in 

order before I attend to my interview partners· vicws and attitudcs. 

It is difficult to as~ess the extent to which the residents of the GO R internalized the official 

tale presented to them by "Uleir leaders, which must have dissonatcd with their actual experiences 

and memories. Yet, Fulbr@ok states, "there were sufficiently compelling political reasons for 

conformity, both to prevailing political circumstances and to what amounted to a collectively 

exonerating myth. Any twinges of guilt, if such existed, were soon assuaged." (1999:15). As the 

GDR counted itself amon$ the 'victors ofhisto:r/ and projected all guilt and responsibility for the 

Holocaust and other crimes and atrocities committed during the Third Reich on to the FRG, there 

was no explicit or public process of 'working through' or 'coming to terms' with the past. The 
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GDR required conformity of its citizens and challenges to the official myth were suppressed. 

Furthermore, faced with the effects of the n~parations exacted by the Soviet Union from its 

occupation zone, with fO<Dd shortages, travel restrictions, and other demands and challenges of 

'coming to terms with tM present,' the vast majority of East Germans did not consider 

'overcoming the past' to be an urgent issue (1999:56). Fulbrook notes that confrontations with the 

past and repressed feelings of guilt and shame surfaced in literature written by GDR-authors but 

not in general public discpssions. Opinion polls and studies drawing on oral history interviews 

suggest a predominant ablsence of feelings of shame and guilt in the generation who were young 

adults during the war as well as among those who were teenagers in the 1980s (1999: 162pp.).1 

In the FRG, colleptive responsibility was acknowledged by the political leaders in form of 

restitution payments. H0Vr'ever, apart from "deliver[ing] up a few sacrificial lambs, in the form of 

the concession that there actually were some criminals who deserved to stand trial" (1999:60), the 
I 

remainder of the populati~n was exonerated. Widespread repression and denial of the majority's 

support for Hitler's regime characterized the first two post-war decades. If the crimes were 

acknowledged, it was in the passive voice; they had been committed "in the name oftlle German 

people, but apparently no~ by any (or many) members of the German people" (1999:59). Giordano 

coined the term 'second guilt' in referring to the suppression and denial of the 'first guilt' that the 

Germans brought upon themselves through 1heir actions and failures to act under National 

Socialism (1990: 11). By denying their involvement and their responsibility, they forewent to face 

the challenge of a moral r¢newal. Instead, Giordano points out, the attitudes which had allowed 

Hitler's triumph in 1933 ..J for instance, opportunism, abstinence from responsibility, inability to 

feel consternation in the falce of inhuman laws and actions - continued to actualize themselves in 
I 

the rejection of guilt and r~sponsibility. The second guilt came to mirror the first (1990: 15). 

I Nevertheless, of~e seven women among my interview partners who grew up in th.e GDR, two 
reported feeling or having fel~ guilt in relation to the Nazi past and one woman related having felt shame, 
suggesting that not everybody felt completely exonerated by the GDR's official doctrine. 
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This failure to adcept responsibility, let alone guilt, and the repression of the past had a 

lasting effect on the psychic constitution of members of the Nazi generation as well as that of their 

children and grandchildr~n. In their study called The Inability to Mourn, first published in 1967, 

Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich address the" apparent absence of any emotional 

confrontation with the N~i past in the post-war years. Given that the German population had been 

narcissistically identifiediwith Hitler as their Fuhrer and with the ideology of National Socialism, 

the Mitscherlichs argue, tjhe psychological reaction to the loss of this ego-ideal should have been 

massive depression and qIlelancholy. This was not the case; rather, the vast majority of the 

population avoided narcissistic injury - in fact, a self-devaluation that would have been extremely 

difficult to master - by b~ea.king all affective bridges to the recent past (1998:38). This break was 

achieved through various!defense mechanisms that prevented a confrontation with the Nazi past. 

One of these was the den~al of involvement through which the past became 'derealized.' The 
I 

repression of guilt also brought with it an inability to feel sympathy for the victims. The 

Mitscherlichs note that th~ population displayed a remarkable emotional coldness when confronted 

with pictures of concentration camps and with information about the ex1ent and the brutality of the 

crimes. Another defense Ittechanism consisted in a shift from the identification with Hitler to an 

identification with the All~es or to an identification as victim. Finally, the gap created by the 

withdrawal from the former object of narcissistic identification was also filled by the manic pursuit 

of reconstruction and the 'economic miracle' (1998:40pp.). This flight from memory made it 

impossible to work through the past, to engage in a process of mourning that would allow for 

renewal. Accordingly, large segments of German society displayed a psychic immobility, an 

'autistic' composure, whiq:h also led to a soc:ial and political immobility (1998:38,44) and to a 

social-psychological conti~uity in authoritarian character structures and illiberal as well as anti-

Semitic attitudes and behafviors (Rabinbach 1988:l72p.). 

Those people whd did try to confront themselves with the immediate past often were 

individuals who had not been identified with the regime or who had rejected it. Yet they frequently 
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reacted with massive fee~ings of guilt and shame, as they understood themselves tQ have been 

accomplices. Hannah Arendt noted this imbalance in emotional responses in postwar Germany and 

referred to it as a "moral confusion," since "those who were free of guilt assured each other and the 

whole world how guilty 1Ihey felt, whereas only few of the perpetrators were willing to show even 

the smallest sign ofremofse" (quoted in Koppert 1991:221; translation A.K.). Koppert suggests 

that this 'moral confusion' must be seen in relation to the muddled nature of personal responsibility 

under the conditions of a dictatorship, where individuals might not participate in certain actions 

themselves, yet function as 'cogs in the works' (1991:221). In particular, the persecution and 

extermination of racially, I eugenically, and politically 'undesirable' groups of people had been 

organized based on a division oflabor. There remained a "critical mass" of guilt, which could not 

be assigned to individual~, but which laid on the shoulders of the collective (ibid.). However, by 

and large, a critical confr<i>ntation with this systemic guilt and the conditions that effected it did not 

occur. Consequently, the~e remained, in the words of Dan Diner, a "free-floating feeling of guilt" 

(quoted in Koppert 1991:221; translation: A.K.), which also caught hold of the following 

generations. 

Overall, the children of the Nazi generation grew up in an environment marked by silence 

over the recent past. WheJ;1 they asked questions touching on what thcir parents were repressing, 

they were often confrontetl with aggressive denial. If their parents shared memories with them, 

these most often related to their family's own suffering during the war. Such memories served as 

Deckerinnerungen (covertng memories) behind which other events disappeared (Rommelspacher 

1995c:27). Children and ~outh learned not to ask too many questions. However, many developed 

feelings of guilt, either fOF what they suspected their family members to have done or failed to do, 

or they came to share the tollective, 'free-floating' feeling of guilt based on the scale of the general 

populations' involvement !with the Nazi regime. Koppert notes that a marked gender difference 

seems to have existed in the ways in which the sons and daughters of known Nazi perpetrators 

responded to this knOWledge. Whereas the sons tended to tum to aggression, and some attacked 
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their fathers in literary works, the daughters suffered silently or went into therapy (1991:223p.). On 

the whole, members of this generation eithe:r joined their parents in the suppression of memory or 

began to rebel against th~ predecessing generation's denial of guilt and responsibility. This 

rebellion was closely ass@ciated with the student movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

While generational clash€s occurred throughout the Western world at that time, the student revolts 

in West Germany had the added element offonming a challenge of their parents' generation's 

actions and failures to act under National Socialism (Fulbrook 1999:171). 

However, the '681er revolt' did not achieve a working through of the guilt that had been 

handed down to them. They managed to roUlse West German society from its collective denial, but 

they were pushing for a change that their upbringing in the reactionary '40s, '50s, and '60s had not 

prepared them to carry through. As Koppert argues, they remained fixated on 'elders' and 

authorities, replacing Fuhrer and state with Marx, Engels, Lenin, Mao, and Che. They were 

constantly fighting over which was the ultimate 'correct line' to take and battled against those who 

deviated from their course. Envisioning a more free and humane society, their efforts towards 

creating it were marked by crass intolerance and self-righteousness (Koppert 1991:225). 

Furthermore, their confrontations with the NS past took on an impersonal note. They concentrated 

on capitalist interests and profiteers of 'fascism,' on the relation between economic developments 

and political structures, rarther than on the German population and their motives and actions. 

Focussing on a few capitalist wire-pullers, fimctionaries, and chief thugs, they lost sight of the 

masses of perpetrators and fellow travelers as well as of the victims (Frevert 1991:263p.). 

As they did not wbrk through the moral questions implied in the legacy of National 

Socialism and the Holocal)l.st nor their own fieelings of handed-down guilt, these continued to figure 

in their attitudes and work! in covert ways. Koppert notes that discussions within both lefti.st and 

feminist contexts are still frequently marked by mutual accusations of guilt and by individuals' 

desire to see themselves a$ free of guilt, as standing on the 'correct side' (l991:225pp.). This desire 

often takes shape in an identification with historical victims, that is with various oppressed peoples 
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around the world. A particularly notorious example is the identification with the Palestinians since 

the Arab-Israeli war in 1967. While the New Left had largely been sympathetic to Israel until then, 

they now identified the J!ews with the Nazis. With this "psychological inversion" the New Left 

began to act out the Gerrpan past "on the projected stage of the Middle East" (Postone 1993:297). 

Rather than being driven: simply by sympathy and solidarity, the identification with the Palestinian 

cause amounted to a '''gilUlt exculpation' derived from a symbolic displacement of blame onto the 

victims" (Rabinbach 198!8: 176). 

Because the legacy of guilt remained largely unresolved, many Germans, perhaps 

particularly those who are committed to 'progressive' politics, continue to feel a sense of being 

'born guilty' or being burdened with the guilt that their ancestors never worked through. Some 

acknowledge these feelings while others sUlPpress them. Yet, as Koppert points out, the acceptance 

of handed-down guilt contributes to the 'moral confusion' Hannah Arendt described, since it blurs 
I 

rather than clarifies issues of actual guilt and respoll1sibility (1 991:224p ). The past continues to be 

active '''behind the backsr of social actors" (Postone 1993:294), who remain caught up in it, rather 

than work it through tow4rds emancipating themselves from its hold. The same applies to another 

strategy of dealing with tIjlis legacy: that of' opting out' of Germanness. While those who claim that 

they do not see themselves as Germans or want nothing to do with national identity often do so as a 

way of critiquing nationaHsm and the politics of the nation-state, they circumvent a confrontation 

with the ways in which thiey are implicated Jin the very thing they reject. Anell this includes the 

history of the country they live in and were socialized in. Through disassociation alone, they cannot 

escape from the ways in which this history informs the present, including their own attitudes and 

behaviors. In fact, such denunciation of Germanness, Rommelspacher argues, can rather be 

considered 'typically German' in that it is d~~riv,es from German history (1995a: 187). 

Majority-German! feminists' difficuJlty with developing constructive ways of understanding 

and confronting their persbnal and societal entanglement with German history is reflected within 

feminist studies on womeJjl under National Socialism produced by majority-German feminist 
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scholars. Many of the eady works in this area, dating from the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

essentially presented all women as victims of a patriarchal regime, rather than dealing with 

women's active participaltion in it (Allen 1997:355p.). Anti-Semitism was defined as a "male 

sickness," and it was pre$umed that, to the I;::xtent that 'Aryan' women had shared this ideology, 

"they had done so not out of self-interest but in an adaptive response to masculine notions of 

racism and anti-Semitism" (Mushaben 1999:13p.; see also Windaus-Walser 1988). The 

predominant feminist focus on women as historical victims obscured questions of female 

motivation and distracted from the ways in which women deemed "worthy" profited from the 

Nazis' social policies, frQm the career options and ]eadership opportunities offered to them, as well 

as from the expropriationiof Jewish property (1999:14). 

The notion of women as passive victims did not remain unchallenged, though. In the late 

1980s, historically orient~d women's studies became shaken up by a feminist version of the 

'historian's dispute,' whicth was set off by Claudia Koonz's book Mothers in the Fatherland: 

Women, the Family, and )Iazi Politics (1987). Koonz argues that, rather than oppressing and 

victimizing 'Aryan' wom~n, the regime's emphasis on gender difference empowered women in 

various ways, since it gave them a measure of independence from men. Through the Nazis' 

glorification of motherhood, women were fhrther raised to the status of privileged membership in 

the Volksgemeinschaft as nurturers and protectors of the racial community. Koonz's work touched 

a "sore nerve among many German feminist historians" (Grossmann 1991:350) and was met with 

hostile responses. But it a~so sparked debates over the issues of female agency and complicity in 

Nazism and the Holocaust. Subsequent research focused not only on active and militant female 

Nazis but also on the attitudes and actions of the majority of non-Jewish German women, who, 

even when they were not ,\-ctively involved ill1 crimes and genocide, collaborated with and sustained 

the murderous regime in almultitude of intricate ways. The discussion about the degree to which 

non-Jewish German women who lived during Natioll1al Socialism should be considered 'victims' or 

'perpetrators' is still ongoing, though, and majority-German feminists searching for a 'usable' past 
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continue to struggle witH their mothers' and grandmothers' place and actions in the Third Reich 

(1991:351). 

Yet, the former aonsensus that all women were to be seen as victims has definitely been 

cancelled, and the body Qfresearch on women under National Socialism has itself become an 

object of scrutiny. In 1988, Karin Windaus·-Walser published an arti.cle provocatively entitled 

"Gnade der weiblichen Geburt?" ("Mercy of female birth?,,), which triggered another strenuous 

debate. Windaus-Walserldismisses the tendency to write a women's history of National Socialism 

that aims at constructing a 'usable' past and a positive object of identification for non-Jewish 

German women today. Spe challenges feminist constructions of anti-Semitism and fascism as a 

'male disease' and critiques attempts on behalf of non-Jewish German women to identify with the 

victims of National Sociallism. Her conclusion is that, far from being able to evoke a 'mercy of 

female birth,' feminists hftve to face up to the ways in which non-Jewish German women held 

power and used it, particijlarly in their role as mothers (1988:111pp.). Windaus-Walser's article 

was criticized by several feminists, particularly for the emphasis she gives to the 'power of the 

mothers,' which is seen as distracting from !patriarchal power relations (see, for example, 

Bernardoni 1990; Bublitz: 1992). However, others reacted positively; for example, social scientist 

Lerke Gravenhorst, who sees Windaus-Walser's work as reminding members of the feminist-social 

scientist public in Germany of their "besondere moralische Aufgabe [particular moral task or 

responsibility]" (1992:74). Drawing on Jean Amery's notion of the NS regime and its crimes as the 

Germans' negatives EigeJftum (negative property), she calls on feminists "in and from Germany" to 

recognize their responsibility to own the crimes committed by the "deutschen Handlungskollektiv 

[German collective agency]" as their negative inheritance (1990:21pp.). 

Gravenhorst's pr9position resonates with the view put forward by such people as Richard 

von Weizsacker or Jiirgen!Habermas, who maintain that responsibility for the past, particularly the 

Holocaust, is essential to ~erman identity today. As will be seen, many of my majority-German 

interview partners also share this interpretation of the Nazi legacy. However, what this 
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responsibility entails exa<btly is often less than clear. By deriving this 'particular moral 

responsibility' from one's situatedness within the tradition of an undifferentiated national 

'collective agency,' Gravenhorst and others risk to distract from ambivalences within this legacy, 
I 

the complexity of the conpitions under which members of this collective acted, their various 

motivations and the parti~ular choices they made. Furthermore, this notion of collective 

responsibility for the crirrj.es of the 'German collective agency' tends to conceive of this 

responsibility as one that individuals share qua their ethnicity, as this collective agency was 

ethnically defined. It is not clear to what extent German nationals who do not descend from the 

collective of perpetrators $hould be considered to share this responsibility. Rather, this discourse of 

a German responsibility seems to refer only to 'ethnic' Germans, whereby it reproduces a notion of 

Germanness that is based on ethnicity. It further takes ethnicity for granted, thereby losing sight of 

the ways in which it is prdduced and reproduced. 

To be sure, in referring to the inessentiality of ethnicity, I am not suggesting that this 

resolves the question of re~ponsibility. I rather want to argue that responsibility needs to be 

conceived of, and taken oli, on other grounds than shared ethnicity in order to avoid drawing 
I 

attention away from the particular historical, political, and sociocultural conditions under which 

people acted or failed to acet during the Third Reich as well as from the particular circmnstances in 

which people are situated in the present. Inst1ead, an undifferentiated 'nationalization' of 

responsibility subsumes the memories of those who were forcefully excluded from Germanness 

under National Socialism ",nd distracts from the fact that not all current German nationals stand in 

the same relationship to this history - making the dominant group's experience and sensibility 

definitive of German identity. 

I now tum to the discussion of my interview partners' views and attitudes regarding the 

relationship between the legacy of the Nazi past and German identity today, which will illustrate 

the issues I have just outlined. Faced with the challenge of structuring the presentation of such a 

variety of different views, 1 have decided to organize the discussion in two sections. In the first 
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section, I attend to the perspectives of the majority-Germans among my interview partners, all of 

whom descend from the perpetrator group at liaJrge. In the second section, I present the perspectives 

of women who do not or not exclusively descend from the perpetrator group at large; these are the 

three Afro-Germans am01l1g my interview partners, two of whom are Christian/Christian-socialized 

and one of whom is Jewish, one woman who is a daughter of Turkish migrants and one woman 

who is of German and Setbian background. 

I am not free of misgivings about this grouping. For one thing, I am wary about it 

replicating the distinction Ibetween majority-·Germans and other Germans that is made within 

German society and often I implies that majOlity-Germans are the 'norm,' whereas others such as 

Afro-Germans or children; of migrants are not 'really' German. I do not want to support such a 

view. However, my interview partners' diffe:rent backgrounds and their different situations within 

German society have a siginificant impact on their experiences and views, which I do not want to 

obscure either. In grouping them the way I did, my intention was to draw attention to this impact. 

My second misgiving relates to the fact that I do not want to overemphasize their social locations at 

the expense of distracting from differences that exist within views and experiences of women who 

share a particular position or from similarities in the attitudes of women of different backgrounds. 

Yet, as my discussion oftl\eir various perspectives will pay attention to such differences and 

similarities, I trust that it will become obvious that these women's backgrounds, while relevant to 

their perspectives, do not qy themselves determine what views they arrive at. 

Guilt or responsibility? M:ajority-German views on the legacy 

of Nazism and the Holocaust 

Most of the majority-German women I interviewed described the legacy of Nazism and the 

Holocaust as playing an important role in how they understood themselves as Germans. Some 

expressed feelings of guilt in relation to this llegacy; others spoke of having to accept responsibility 

for it; and some described both feelings of guilt and at sense of responsibility. None of these women 
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evoked a 'mercy of femalle birth.' They did not see their gender as preventing them from sharing 

this legacy. Wiebke, the one woman who distinguished between men and women in talking about 

NS history, seemed to iJl1.ply that men share a greater responsibility, as they were the ones "going 

into a war and wiping ou,t other cultures or turning them into objects" (see the portrait of Wiebke 

in chapter 3). She saw a parallel between what men "do with other cultures" and what they do 

"with women and children" of their own group. It was not clear whether Wiebke considered 

women to share any responsibility for actions committed mostly by male members of their nation, 

for instance, war crimes. IShe did not address the fact that women have supported wars and that 

wars are also fought in their name. In relation to National Socialism, Wiebke referred to specific 

ways in which "women contributed to what happened" and spoke of the need to clarify "where 

they share responsibility. " Although, overaill, Wiebke described women's responsibility as minor 

to that of men, she did not exonerate women wholesale. And she saw herself as sharing 

responsibility for the NS past. 

While my majori~y-German intervi~:w partners did not distance themselves from the past 

with reference to their gender, a few of them stated that they did not see themselves or their lives as 

related to it, since they dic;l not think of themselves as Germans. I address their views first, then I 

discuss the issue of guilt as it was brought UIP by some of my interview partners, and following that 

I tum to notions of responsibility. My discussion will focus particularly on the notions of 

Germanness which underl~e, or result from, the different ways in which these women conceive of 

and negotiate their individ~al positions in rellation to the Nazi past. 

A distant relationship? 

Three of the majority-Germans among my interview partners told me that the NS past did 

not mean much or anything to them. They did not see a relationship between themselves and this 

history. One of them, Ann~ka, brought up the: topic in the context of telling me how her attitude 

towards national identity had changed since her teenage years, when she had been more 
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preoccupied with the issule. She first learned about National Socialism in high school; her parents 

had told her almost nothiJ!1g about it: "My father was eight years old when the war broke out. So he 

always said that he didn't really have anything to do with it. We didn't talk much about these 

things. " Yet, Annika rem~mbered that her father used to get upset or angry when the news reported 

about compensation or restitution payments, for instance, to Israel. He thought that the time had 

come to draw a line under this chapter of history. 

Annika: "He thinks it's just terrible, this collective gUilt complex that Germans run 
around with, andihow they let themselves be manipulated because of it. Atfirst, I 
did not know what to think of that. As a teenager I had this idea that, well, we are 
Germans and we did that. But now I think that there is no such 'we '. We are a 
difforent generation today. We have nothing to do with that and should get over it, 
get over this guilt complex. " 

Annika had no knowledge of her grandparents' attitudes or actions during the Third Reich. 

In any case, it did not matter much to her whether or not they were Nazis or supported the regime: 

"Even if my grandfather flad been in a leading position, I don't think I would feel differently about 

it. It does not affict my life today. It is history, but it is not real{v my history, because I am too far 

away from it. " 

Bianca introduced the issue of National Socialism at the beginning of the interview when 

she explained to me that sJ!:!e did not see herself as German: 

"Nationality does inot mean anything to me, I do not think about it. And I do not 
have any problem$ with National Socialism, World War IL or with the things that 
happened back th~n. I don't identify with that. And I do not have to make good for 
anything, you know, like some other Germans think. I did not do that and therefore 
I do not have to mhke good for it. I am really not all that interested in things that 
happened before my lifo time. " 

During the interview, Bianca mentioned that she had been adopted when she was a small 

child. Not knowing who her biological parents were, she described herself as having no roots, no 

sense of belonging with an~body. When she was a teenager, she had asked her adoptive parents 

about their lives during thei Third Reich, who responded with evasiveness. Bianca had come to take 

the stance that she had nothing to do with this history. However, she did not want to rule out the 
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possibility that her attitu~e might have been different if she felt herself to be connected to a family 

that supported the NS regime or was even involved in crimes. 

Both women had no knowledge of their relatives' attitudes and actions during the Third 

Reich and did not see themselves as connected to that history on a familiallevd. Nor did they 

establish a relationship t~ the past as German nationals, since they claimed that their national 

association was irrelevant to them. Although both women's parents had grown up during the Third 

Reich, neither of them saw this as having had an effect on themselves. They rejected the notion of a 

continuity between the past and the present; rather, they considered the NS past to be a historical 

chapter that had come to a close and had nothing to do with their own lives. 

As shown in the ]>revious chapter, Annika's and Bianca's expressed disdain for 

collectivities and denoundement of their national association did not prevent them from locating 

themselves among the Germans in relation to others such as 'foreigners' in Germany. While they 

claimed to have no affiliation with Germans: as a collective and their past, the privileges they 

enjoyed as Germans werel110t in question for them. At least in Annika's case, the Nazi past also 

seemed to be more crucia1 to her perception of present situations than she was prepared to 

acknowledge in talking about how relevant she deemed that past to be in the present. When we 

talked about the ways in Which the German state responded to the increase in xenophobia and racist 

violence after unification, Jor example, by n:::stricting the asylum law, Annika said: 

"At first I was no~ in favor of tlUlt. But now I see that the situation has calmed 
down as a result OJit. It seems that the majority of the people here cannot deal 
with it when there are that many foreigners around. They cannot deal with it, and 
some sort of emotions come up, and they are no longer controllable. And then 
these excesses happen and that is certainly in nobody 's interest. While I am not in 
favor of the govert'lment 's asylum policy, that they sent these people home, I also 
think that there ar~ numerous examples of fraud, of people who are not persecuted 
taking advantage bfit. And even if I do not entirely support this politics, I have to 
acknowledge that lveople cannot deal with it. And I don't want the state here to 
break down becauise of that. A new outbreak of fascism or National Socialism. 
That has to be prevented and so, unjortunately, one has to submit to this 
populism. " 
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The Nazi past appears as the frame of reference against which Annika made her evaluation 

of the present and decided on what kind of political measures she deemed necessary in the present 

context. This was in contradiction to her earlier statement that the past seemed very far away and of 

no relevance in the present. Yet, she consideredl a repetition of the past to be a possibility. 

However, in deliberating this possibility, she was not pointing to continuities between the present 

situation and the historicall situation that allowed Hitler's regime to gain the support of the vast 

majority of Germans living at the time. In her view, the problem appeared to be the migrants and 

asylum-seekers, with whdm "the majority of the people here cannot deal with, " rather than the 

racist attitudes of these pelople, whom the government and other politicians supported in turning 

migrants and asylum-seekers into scapegoats. 

Annika further ml!:ntioned a conversation with a Jewish woman as a situation in which she 

had felt somewhat awkward and had come to think about "this issue" - by which she seemed to be 

referring to the Holocaust or National Socialism in general. 

Annika: "We hadithis long talk and it was very interesting. She said that she was 
born here and heliparents were born here in Germany, but she mostly sees herself 
as a Jew, not as a German. For her, the German consciousness comes after the 
Jewish conscious,1ess. And so we talked about that. And within myself 1 had this, 1 
did not say that, but 1 had this thought, is she maybe holding something against 
me? Because 1 do~ 'f have this, 1 am not religious or there's nothing, no particular 
consciousness that 1 would put above everything else. Except for the lesbian one, 
that is most important to me. But 1 was quite relieved when 1 realized that she did 
not hold anything against me, and so 1 did not have a problem there. But there was 
this feeling, it made me think about this issue. " 

Even though Annika did not mention the Holocaust, it appears to have been the source of 

her uneasiness and her suspicion that this Jewish woman might have held something against her. 

She spoke of not being religious and not having a "particular consciousness," one that was ofa 

similar importance to her as Jewishness was to this woman. However, why would this be 

something that could be hetd against her? It seems that Annika was rather referring, in a 

roundabout way, to the fad she was a non-Jewish German. In this encounter with a Jewish German 

she felt confronted with the destruction of mill lions of Jewish lives at the hands of majority-
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Germans and wondered Whether this Jewish woman was holding this against her as a majority-

German. Although she considered herself to belong to a generation that had nothing to do with this 

history of genocide, in that situation this history crept up to her nevertheless, and she seemed less 

sure about her own relationship to it. It appl:;:ars that, in distancing herself from this history, she had 

not clarified this relationship for herself. TIlerefore, she needed the Jewish woman to relieve her of 

the feeling that this could be held against her, to assure her that she "did not have a problem 

there. " 

Like Annika and Bianca, Jutta adamantly pointed out that she did not think of herself as a 

German; yet she also distinguished between Germans and other national and cultural collectives. 

During the interview, she;frequently used the term 'we' in referring to Germans as a collective. 

While she claimed not to have a German identity, various statements she made contradicted this 

claim and displayed an id¢:ntification with a notion of the German nation or the German people. 

Such contradictions were also evident in Jutta's articulations of how she saw her own relationship 

to German history, partic1.darly National Soc:ialism and the Holocaust. 

The issue came uI!> when I asked Jutta how she felt about the resurgence of nationalism in 

Germany since unification. Jutta replied: 

"Well, it scares me, it really does. And I have to say. tlus 'Gnadc der spaten 
Geburt' [the mer~ of late birth], 1 am really grarejitij(Jr rhal. Not because 1 think 
1 am responsible or something like that. But 1 knOl1' I wOllld have ended up in a 
concentration camp. because 1 never go along with grollps. I don't need that. " 

Jutta continued b)1 emphasizing that she did not see herself in a position of having to accept 

guilt or responsibility for the Nazi past. With regard to her parents' attitudes and actions during the 

Third Reich, she told me that they had "stayed out of everything" and that her mother had 

convincingly assured her that she had not known anything about the persecution of Jews and 

others. However, Jutta also mentioned that h:;:r mother had worked for a sub-division ofIG Farben, 

a company that was substantially involved in the planning and execution ofNS crimes, including 
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the industrialized pursuit of genocide, and made a great profit from its cooperation with the Nazi 

regime. According to Ju1lta, her mother had been the 'right hand' of the man heading this sub-

division, which makes her mother's assertion of not having known about NS crimes at least 

somewhat questionable. But Jutta was not wondering about the e}.ient to which her parents might 

have supported the regime, she rather saw them as potential victims: "They were lucky, they were 

good at maneuvering thr'Ough everything, they stayed out of everything. Who knows what might 

have happened to them if they had not managed to do that." In a similar vein, Jutta reinterpreted 

the notion of the 'Gnade Ider spaten Geburt' - which is usually taken to mean 'being fortunate to 

have been born too late to be involved in Nazi -crimes' - as meaning the good fortune of having 

been born too late to have become a victim of Nazism. Several times during the interview, she 

expressed the conviction that she would have been among the victims. For example, when she told 

me how, at age 17, she came across information about the Holocaust for the first time, I asked her 

what she thought or felt in that situation. 

Jutta: "] did not want to believe it, but I did believe it. And] did feel something like 
shame, but as a human being, not on a nationalleve!. But, of course, ] also asked 
myself, what would have happened to me during that time, what would] have 
done? And] realized how much] would have suffered, because] would have 
resisted against that from the first second on. What could] have done to prevent 
that? ] realized tkat ] would have been among the victims, because those who tried 
to resist, you know what happened to them. " 

Jutta professed feeling shame in relation to the Holocaust, however, she pointed out that 

she did so as a human being, not as a Germ~m. She further asserted that, had she lived at the time, 

she would have resisted against the regime and therefore been a victim herself. Yet, both 

statements are called into question by other comments Jutta made. 

In declaring that her national association did not play any role in how she looked at the 

past, Jutta assumed a seemingly neutral position in relation to it. However, in addressing the 

question whether Germans today have to accept resJPonsibility for this history, Jutta explained that 

she was annoyed by the fact that Germans have to take all the blame for the Holocaust: 



"Other countrieS did the same thing to the Jews., the same thing we did. Norway, 
for example. As tny father always said, we were not the only ones, everybody did 
that, the whole world did that. It had nothing to do with nationality or political and 
geographical environment. And I agree with that. We did that, it is true. But there 
were others who .were at least as bad But only we are blamed. " 
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Here, Jutta posit~oned herself as a Gennan, using the pronoun 'we' to refer to Germans as a 

collective. Meanwhile she rejected the allocation of responsibility for the Holocaust because, in her 

view, other countries we~e just as involved in the persecution of the Jews. With this claim, she was 

not only relativizing Geman guilt and responsibility, she also separated the Holocaust from the 

historical and political context in which it occurred and universalized it, thereby painting a picture 

in which questions of guilt and responsibility become extremely blurred if not unanswerable. Yet, 

she thought it was time for other countries to accept responsibility and to stop blaming only the 

Gennans. While she contradicted herself by first claiming that her nationality was irrelevant in how 

she relates to the Holocaust and then defending 'us Germans' against having to accept the largest 

share of guilt for it, in both instances she avoided confronting herself personally with the history of 

the society she lives in and the implications for members of this society today. 

Her defensiveness in relation to the question of responsibility seems to indicate that she 

had an investment in howthe meaning ofth,e NS past for Germans today is constructed; an 

investment that is obscunld in the claim that she related to this past as a human being, not as a 

Gennan. This defensiveness also appears to be in contradiction to her conviction that she would 

have been among the vict~ms of Nazism. Furthermore, since nobody can know for sure how they 

would have acted had they lived during the Third Reich, claiming that one would certainly have 

resisted the regime can be'seen as an avoidance strategy, as a way of evading the troublesome 

questions raised by the fadt that the vast majority of the German population supported the regime 

and its inhuman politics. Jutta's view of herself as a potential victim appears even more 

problematic in the light of the aggressive attitude towards victims of National Socialism and their 

descendents she expressed in the interview. In referring to actual victims, Jutta said: 

"I think that people should be compensated wherever that is still possible. But I 
think this as a human being. I apologize as a human being. As a German ... well, if 



a Jew or a Gypsy would want me to do that, 1 would tell them: 'Listen, 1 am born 
here, but 1 would have had no part in that. 1 would have gone to a concentration 
camp myself' 1 ~ould not let some foreigner attack me because 1 am German. 1 
would totally oppose that and fight back. And the Jews who confront me like that, 
that happened td me recently, 1 told them that they were not the least bit better. 
Look at the Israelis and what they do in Israel. They are much worse. Yet, they 
want us to forever crawl on the floor, they want even the tenth generation after 
that to crawl on the floor. It's okay for us to know about that history. But one must 
not let oneselfby para£vzed by it, let it keep oneselffrom taking up one's rightfol 
place. 1 don't want to be held responsible for something 1 didn't do. " 

Much about this statements would deserve to be commented upon in detail, which is 
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beyond the scope of the discussion at hand. Suffice it to note that Jutta's defensiveness lead her to 

advance an anti-Semitic view of Jews as revengeful, as wanting to keep the Germans 'crawling on 

the floor forever,' and of'Israel as a more terrible regime than Nazi Germany. A notion of the 

German nation as 'paral~ed,' kept from its 'rightful place,' or even 'crawlill1g on the floor' hardly 

describes Germany's actUal position 55 years after the end of World War II. While Germany has 

become one of the richestt and most powerful countries in international economic and political 

relations, there are still vittims of Nazism who have not yet received any compensation. What Jutta 

expressed in the last sentence of this statement seems to be crux of her attitude towards the Nazi 

past. She did not want to be held responsibh;~ for something she did not do. But she felt herself to be 

held to such responsibility by presumed revengeful Jews and foreigners who she saw as trying to 

use the past against her. J1J.tta's defensiveness suggests that sh~ had not clarified for herself how she 

was related to the past, to what ex1ent she did or did not share responsibility for it, or what it meall1t 

to be a citizen of the successor state of the Third Reich and a member of the society that is founded 

on this history. In resorting to evasive and defensive strategies, she remained identified with 

Germans as a collective, notwithstanding her claims that she resented thinking in collectivities and 

that she did not see herself as a German. 

A position of identification with the victims of Nazism also came up in the interview with 

Laura. However, while LalUra saw herself as having been "Victim-identified" earlier in her life, she 
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had since then developed a different perspective and attitude. Her reflections on her former 'victim-

identification' provide am alternative picture of how such an identification can be constructed as a 

way of dealing with questions of German identity in relation to National Socialism and the 

Holocaust. 

Answering my q/Jestion concerning when she had begun to reflect on issues of German 

identity, Laura said: 

"It became an important topic for me when I was 14 or 15. I wanted to know what 
my grandparents had done during the time of National Socialism. That was 
important to me. One reason why the issue came up was because I traveled a lot at 
that age, often to Poland. I also foil in a love for the first time. She was Polish and 
so this issue was very present. She and I spoke about our grandparents, and there 
was clearZv this Victim-perpetrator relationship there. " 

Her parents had 1lold her bits and pieces about her grandparents' lives during the Third 

Reich, and she thought it was rather "odd" how relieved she felt at being given certain pieces of 

information. For exampl~, she was glad to hear that one of her grandfathers did not have to fight in 

the war because an accid~nt had left him permanently injured. But, overall, talking to her parents 

about these things was rather difficult. 

Laura: "I clearly lidentified them with non-persecuted Germans. And they were 
quick in bringing'up excuses. They Simplified things or confused cause and 
reaction. My mother always talked about some former neighbors who had to flee 
from Eastern Pru'6sia after the War. She always talked about how terrible that was 
for them. And thar made mefurious. By now I can acknowledge that this must have 
been a terrible experience. But back then I couldn't because, and I would still 
make that argument, because my mother refused to take into account all that which 
happened before they were expelled in 1945. She only focused on the experience of 
these people. Whqt happened to the Jews, for example, or the Sinti and Roma or 
others .. all that did not seem to matter much for her. And that made me pretty 
aggressive, that made me furious. " 

Laura described how she felt anger in the face of her relatives' and others' denial or 

downplaying of the crimes committed by Germans. At the same time, she also felt guilty for these 

crimes, ':ror being part o/the people who committed them. " She did 110t want to belong to this 

people she had begun to resent. Attempting to resolve this dilemma, she developed an 



identification with the victims. In doing so, she was also trying to revoke any identification with 

the perpetrators: 

"1 mean, 1 had it clear that 1 wasn't really a victim. So it was a bit weird that 1 
would identi'/y wirh the victims. However, 1 think 1 also did it as a form of 
opposition to all the many people who identi'/y with the perpetrators and excuse 
them. " 

Nevertheless, Laura ultimately found her 'victim-identification' to be an obstacle in 
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coming to terms with this: past and her own relation to it. She had used it as a shield to ward herself 

off from feelings of guilt and as a platform from which to feel morally superior to those around her. 

However, at some point she realized that her anger was born out of defensiveness and an inability 

to really confront herself with that history in its complexities, to go beyond simple distinctions 

between good and bad. 

Laura: "1 used to moralize all the time. 1 held long monologues, and 1 couldn't 
listen to old people at all. When somebody wanted to tell me something about that 
time, 1 did not lis~en. 1 constantly interrupted them because 1 could not tolerate 
how they described their everyday lives. 1 constantly asked whether they did not 
realize what was going on with the Jews and the Sinti and Roma and so on. And 
whatever they wanted to tell me 1 wasn't willing to hear. It was all very clear-cut. 
Maybe 1 would have gotten more answers to my questions ~r 1 could have just 
listened. By now, I am a bit more open to that, to accounts of everyday lives. 1 am 
bit calmer and can listen to them. "Which doesn't mean that I absolve them or 
agree with them, hut 1 let them say what they want to tell me. " 

At the time of the interview, Laura no longer felt that listening to former perpetrators, 

supporters, and bystanders made her an accomplice to the crimes. She was working towards 

overcoming her defensiveness and towards understanding this past without distancing herself from 

it. The process of rethinking her former attitude had begun while she was in a relationship with a 

Jewish woman. 

Laura: "For one thing, we often talked about these issues. And I really had to 
rethink a lot of things when I realized that she also saw herself as German. She did 
not have this aggreSSive attitude that I had. She was much more open toward non­
Jewish Germans. She had an openness that 1 did not have. I guess 1 was more 
victim-identified than she was. " 
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She realized that her apprOiach to dealing with the legacy OIfNazism had been facile and 

that she cOluld nOit simply imagine herselftOi be OIn the 'right side.' In reviewing her fOirmer 

strategies - aVOliding the challenge OIf confrOinting herself persOinally with the Nazi past by 

denOluncing Germanness and seeking mOiral immunity by identifying with the victims - Laura came 

tOi think OIf such strategies as impediments tOi the develOlpment OIf an independent mOiral and pOilitical 

standpOlint: 

"1 used to think, well, 1 see how most Germans deal with the past, and it makes me 
angry. It makes me not want to have anything to do with them, not want to belong 
to them. But it's not that easy. 1 cannot deny that 1 am German. And living with the 
history of National Socialism is an essential part of my cultural identity. And 1 
have to accept that" that's the least 1 have to do, to accept that legacy. Then 1 can 
start thinking about how to deal with it responsibly. " 

Laura nOi 100nger tried tOi disassOiciate herself frOim Germanness, yet she had alSOI cOime tOi 

1000Ik at herself as independent frOim Germans as a cOillective. While she had tOi take respOinsibility 

fOir her OIwn views and behaviOlrs, she refused tOi take respOinsibility fOir the behaviOirs OIf OIther 

Germans. She explained this by telling me abOlut situatiOins in which she was cOinfrOinted with 

stereOitypes abOlut Germans: 

"Traveling in Eastern Europe, you ojien get these stereotypes. And, of course, 
there is a reason for why they exist. And 1 used to just accept that. 1 listened to it 
and thought: 'Yes, those terrible Germans. and 1 am one of them. It's all true what 
they say, and for them to see me as a representative of this people is alright. ' Now 
I look at it different£v. 1 don't want to discount that they have certain experiences 
with large numbers of Germans. But)' no longer accept responsibility for that. 1 
want to be seen as 'who 1 am as a person and judged by what 1 think and do, not by 
my nationality. " 

It seems that by realizing and accepting that opting OIut OIf Germanness was nOit a viable 

way OIf cOiming tOi terms wid this 'tainted' natiOinal assOiciatiOln, Laura cOluld begin tOi engage 

critically with what that ass@ciatiOin meant fOir her and cOime tOi see herself as independent OIf it, at 

least tOi a certain degree. She nOi 100nger tried tOi escape frOim this assOiciatiOln, but rather wanted tOi 

take respOinsibility fOir what she made OIf it as an individual and refused tOi let herself be reduced tOi 

OIr defined by her natiOinal OIuigin. 
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Several more majority-German women talked about how they had tried to distance 

themselves from the Nazi past, particularly the legacy of the perpetrators. Birgit, for instance, told 

me that, in relation to childten of Jewish Holocaust survivors she met while she stayed in New 

York, she had emphasized her identity as a lesbian: 

"I guess I did that because lesbians had been among the victims. The fact that 
there was a pink triangle, Ifound that somewhat exonerating. I carried that in 
front of me like a shield As if I would have been a victim myself. Which is not 
really true. At least it would have been quite different than for the Jews. The 
persecution of lesbians was of a very different nature and scale. But I did feel then 
that it was kind of an excuse, meaning 1 could see myself as not belonging 
exclusively on the side of the perpetrators. I thought I could throw this potential 
victim status on the scale as a kind of counterweight to the weight of 
Germanness. " 

Kris had used to think that she had little to do with the legacy ofthe perpetrators because 

of her low socioeconomic status and the marginal position she took up in German society. Her 

family had frequently lived off welfare payments during her youth, and she deliberately chose to 

remain on the margins of a society she largely rejected for its consumerism and achievement-

orientation by avoiding employment as long as it was not enforced on her through 'workfare' 

programs. Aware that mainstream society perceived her as "asozial" (antisocial), Kris had found it 

"easy to rest on that. " Since the Nazis also took reprisals against those they considered antisocial, 

Kris had thought of herself and her family as potential victims rather than perpetrators. 

At the time of the interviews, though, iboth Kris and Birgit no longer saw these factors as 

an exoneration or as preventing them from having to confront themselves with the legacy of the 

perpetrators. A few more women talked about having used to circumvent such a confrontation by 

claiming that they had nothing to do with Germanness. However, they had since rejected this 

distancing strategy as inadequate and as an impediment to finding constructive ways of dealing 

with the past. Overall, most of the majority-German women understood themselves to be related to 

the Nazi past as descendents of the perpetrator group at large and deliberated on the implications of 

this history from that perspe<ttive. 
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'Inherited' guilt and the 'second guilt' 

Barbara was among those women who expressed a very strong sense of being German as 

something burdened or forever tainted: "I can never look at German identify without thinking of 

the NS past. This history is absolutely central to what it means to be German. I am very aware of it. 

It has also been a huge issUe in my family history." She told me that her parents were teenagers 

during the Third Reich, and they were both active members of the NS youth organizations. Her 

impression was that her father had worked through some of his past; "at least he did not glorify 

any aspects of it. " About her mother, Barbara sand: 

"She has never dealt with that past. Infact, she still talks about how great things 
were under the Nazis, how she loved to be involved in the League of German Girls, 
that these were the happiest years of her life. My older sister was born right after 
the end of the war, and all she knew about that time were the stories of my mother. 
And then she saw these films in school, films about concentration camps. And 
those were the best'years of her mother's life! Her mother was part of that! And 
she could not deal with that at all and tried to kill herself when she was seventeen. 
That was just the terrible climax within our family. But the conflict is still there, 
and in many familil?s, up until the present. And I do have these feelings of gUilt, 
feelings that my patents should have, but they don't. It's me and my generation 
who feel that. It is also this uneasiness about the fact that our parents never 
worked through these things. One of my colleagues is JeWish, and there we are, he 
the son of the victims and I the daughter of the perpetrators, and we meet and 
connect. And that is a good experience, but I still/eel some kind a/irrational guilt, 
my parents' gUilt. And it is a dilemma. However, then I see these Germans who go 
to countries like Holland, and, from the way they behave there, it is clear that they 
have no historical consciousness at ail. I tend to think, I'd rather have too much 
than too little a/that bad conscience around" 

Barbara described her feelings of guillt as irrational; she spoke of a dilemma. The way in 

which she dealt with her ambivalence was by ascertaining that Germans should better feel too 

much uneasiness or guilt ar(mnd the past than too little. She rather took this guilt upon herself than 

to see it denied completely. Her dilemma was a moral one, and she made a moral choice of 

accepting this guilt, even thdmgh she felt burdened by it. In accepting this guilt, she was also 

making a statement as to what kind of German she wanted to be. At a later point in the interview, 
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she told me several stories of Germans she encountered abroad whose behavior she found 

embarrassing, "particular(1V in these countries where people had these terrible experiences with 

Germans. But these '1-buy-+the-world-Germans' have no sense for that at all. " She certainly did not 

want to be identified with ~hat kind of Germans. 

Julia expressed an equally strong sense of German identity as burdened as did Barbara. The 

following is the very first statement she made: dluring the interview: 

"1 always saw national identity as negative, 1 always saw it against the 
background o..f faSCism and the crimes committed by the German people. It is a 
difficult issue; 1 was not myself part of that, but I cannot step out of that origin, 1 
was born into this tflnd so I am a part of it now. Well, there was also the antifascist 
resistance.: these p¢ople prOVided a kind of role model with which I could identity. 
But overall, German was something burdened, something negative. And 1 always 
felt particularly negative about being German when 1 traveled in the Slavic 
countries, because of that history, and especially when I experienced other 
Germans walking around in these countries, and they still had this mentality, you 
know, like members of an occupying/orce. This also brought up this feeling that I 
carry some guilt as someone who belongs to this people. And 1 could not step out 
of that belonging. It was easier to see myself as a citizen of the GDR than as a 
German. I could id€ntity more easi(v with the GDR and also this attempt at 
creating an alternative, a society that would never allow fascism to rise again. We 
can debate the exte1!lt to which this was realized. But Ijind it very difficult to 
identify with the unMed Germany. I never wanted that. it is not my country. " 

There exist notable parallels between Barbara's and Julia's accounts. Both described 

travels to countries that had been occupied by Nazi Gcnnany during World War II as occasions 

when they were particularly aware of Germany's history of crimes and atrocities and felt the 

burden of that history on themselves. While their different locations in the respective former 

German states had a profound impact on where they would or could travel, they had a very similar 

experience, the West German Barbara in the Netherlands, the East Gennan Julia in countries of the 

former Eastern Block. 

Julia further made a statement which n:::sonates with Barbara's assertion that it was better to 

feel too much guilt or uneasiness than too little. When we talked about the current debates over the 

meaning of the Nazi past forGermans todlay, Julia said: 



"!fit was up to me, I thinkfeelings o..(shame should persist. Ifeel this most 
strongly when I meet victims of fascism, people who were affected by it, for 
example, in Russia: And I am humbled by their openness and their tolerance. And I 
am not sure if the same is true in the reverse. Especia/{v now, after the Wende, 
there is so much arrogance again, Germans who look down on others, particularly 
the Russians. " 
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For Julia, feelings 0f guilt or shame were not merely negative and burdensome. She also 

saw them as impediments to arrogance and se:lf-importance, attitudes that hardly befit the Germans 

against the background of their history. Like lBarbara, Julia considered attitudes towards the Nazi 

past to be more than a pers(])llal issue, as having a moral or political dimension as well. 

Besides these similarities, there also are obvious differences in Barbara's and Julia's 

statements. As outlined in chapter 1, the two former German states have dealt with their common 

history in very different ways. The perspectiv1es of East and West Germans on the past were formed 

within the context of the respective German societies' official politics of history, even if some took 

on views that dissented from the official versions. Julia spoke of how difficult she found it to 

identify with the united Germany. Part of the reason why she felt more comfortable with an identity 

as a GDR citizen was the attempt made by the leaders in the GDR to create a state and society that 

would have cut its fascists roots and realized a. socialist alternative - although she acknowledged 

that this goal had not been successfully actualized. Julia had studied history and was particularly 

interested in the roots of fascism: 

"I studied all these German traditions, Prussianism, authoritarianism, this 
subservient spirit, the specific developments that led to the singular crime, the 
Holocaust. There seemed to be something specifically German. And I certainly did 
not feel good about this people to which I belonged. And so I thought, we have to 
do things differently. I did not mind the kind of educational or pedagogic 
dictatorship that ex*'ted in the GDR. It seemed appropriate for this people. 
[Laughs] However, it also reinforced authoritarian structures. In school, we 
learned to love the Soviet Union. In identifYing with them, we could feel that we 
belonged on the side of the winners. But that also meant that people never really 
confronted their past. And so this authoritarianism, everyone has the same 
opinion, this intolertmce towards dissenting views, all that was preserved. And 
still, we all thought we had made up for everything, that we were the better 
Germans. We continued the progressive tendencies in German history, while the 
West continued the negative ones. We were on the right side. " 
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East Germans learned in school that the GDR was made up of the victims offascism and 

antifascist resistance fighters, whereas the perpetrators were all sitting in the West. The guilt for the 

German crimes was delegated to the FRG while the citizens of the GDR were officially exonerated 

by their leaders and were offered to share a positive'identity by devoting themselves to socialism, 

The situation was different for women who were raised in the old FRG. Rather than having 

resistance fighters come to their schools and participating in elaborate commemorative celebrations 

of the victory over fascism" the culture in which West German women grew up was marked by 

silence over the past, at least during the first two decades after the end of World War II, It is hardly 

a coincidence that the West German women with the strongest sense of inherited or collective guilt 

are those born in these two decades, the daughters of the Nazi-generation (which I will call the 

'daughter-generation'). With the exception of Laura (see above), none of the granddaughters, from 

East or West, described intense feelings of guJilt; they rather spoke about the legacy of Nazism in 

terms of responsibility (see the next section of this chapter). But several of the women belonging to 

the daughter-generation had a profound sense of having inherited the guilt that their parents, or the 

entire generation before them, never worked through. Yet, except for Barbara, none of these 

women related their feelings of guilt to actions and attitudes of family members who lived during 

the Third Reich. They rather described this guilt as something they felt as members of the German 

people or the German nation. One reason why they referred to the collective level, rather than their 

family history, in explaining their sense of guillt could be that only few women knew much or 

anything about their family members' actions and attitudes. Many women's parents and 

grandparents avoided talking to them about these issues as much as they could or even got angry 

when confronted with questions. Other women explained that they never really asked their parents 

and grandparents about what they did during the Nazi-era, or all they would hear in response were 

stories about their family's own suffering during and after the war. But even women who knew that 

family members had been supporters, if not perpetrators, or who had reason to suspect as much, 

explained that their feelings ¢Jf guilt were relat~:d tQ the cQllective level. It seems that many women 
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found it easier to confront this legacy on the ,collective level rather than the familial one. However, 

this focus on the collectivel generally tends to dlistract from questions of individual guilt and 

responsibility. Within todaiY's secular understanding, guilt presupposes an action of failure to act on 

behalf of an individual. Yet:, these women felt guilt for actions and failures to act that occurred 

before their own lifetime. They had a sense of being guilty by birth or association. In that sense, 

guilt becomes a rather abstract issue, and it seems that nothing can be done about it. It is often 

experienced as paralyzing, .as too immense to be comprehended and too terrible to be overcome. 

However, while most women who carried a sense of guilt saw this as an inherited guilt, 

some women described feelings of guilt in the sense of what Ralph Giordano has called the 'second 

guilt.' They did not feel guilty for crimes they themselves did not commit, but saw themselves as 

having been accomplices in so far as they allowed the perpetrators and their supporters to maintain 

the silence over and denial of the past. 

One of these women was Anka who told me that, on both sides of her family, her 

grandparents had forced laborers working in their businesses. She thought that her grandparents 

must have known something about the crimes and injustices happening at the time, even though 

they did not admit that: "Tney only talked about the war. They were all victims. There were no 

Jewish victims or other victims. They were the victims (!f"!hc war. ncver perpetrators. " In school, 

Anka learned about the crimes and atrocities committed during the Third Reich. But that did not 

make her question what she was told by her rdatives: "f thollgh! (!li! as a terrible thing that 

happened a long time ago. It had nothing to do with my parents. m.v grandparents, my history 

teacher. ,. It was not until she was in her twenties that she began to develop a different view on her 

family's way of dealing with the past. 

Anka: "And, you kn,ow, that is what Ifeel guilty about. I don 'tfeel responsible for 
what my grandfather did. But this silence, this denial, that's what my gUilt has to 
do with. The fact thlSlt I have supported that silence, that I did not begin to question 
them much earlier. That I feel uncomjortable about; that's where I have a place to 
develop feelings of guilt. " 
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Another woman who spoke about feelings of guilt in connection to her own attitudes and 

behaviors was Kris. She knew very little aboUtt her family history. Since her parents got divorced, 

she had almost no contact with her father and his family. She describedl her mother as having been 

an outsider for most of her Hfe: 

"And then my mother was found guilly in the divorce, so there was that stigma. 
After that, we livedon welfare most of the time. It's easy to rest on that, on the fact 
that we have experi!enced much discrimination ourselves. That we ourselves are in 
the role of victims, 0.( outsiders. Like ... perhaps the Nazis would have come after 
us as well, as peop~e considered 'un-German. '" 

Kris told me that, until recently, she had never really thought much about the Nazi past and 

her own relationship to it. Then, a few years ago, she had a rather trenchant experience when she 

was on a trip in England. 

Kris: "My boyfriend and 1 were staying on a camp site. And there was this youth 
group from London there as well. And at some pOint we realized that it was a 
group of Jewish youth. And they realized that we are German and were openly 
hostile to us. Some even came to our tent and swore at us, said that they hated 
Germans. There were sort of two factions within that group; some were on a kind 
of reconciliation-trip and invited us to join them at their campfire, the others told 
us that they hated us and hated the fact that we were there. At the time, 1 had not 
thought much about that issue yet. 1 just thought, what do they want from me, it's 
not my fault that 1 w~s bom in Germany. My boyfriend's reaction was more 
relaxed, and he thought that we should rather leave it be and not go to them, that 
some of them might be really uncomfortable ifwe did. In any case, this was a 
situation that 1 did not know how to deal to with. " 

Andrea: What did you find d(fficult about that situation? 

Kris: "1 am not sure; 1 think 1 simply did not know how to deal with it. And 1 had 
not dealt with these issues, and 1 could not ... 1 mean, 1 realized 1 cannot simply 
say, 'jitcking Nazis, I don't want anything to do with them either, ' even though, of 
course, 1 hate them myself Somehow 1 had this feeling that you cannot clear 
yourself of that, you know, sort o/like, 'hey, 1 am a leftist and 1 am on your side. ' 
That doesn't work. Well, 1 think now that lfelt gUilty because 1 had never dealt 
with this issue. 1 mean, 1 lived here in Germany and 1 never bothered to deal with 
that. 1 think 1 could handle the situation differently today, approach them 
differentZv, because J have worked through some of this stuff. 1 no longer look at 
this kind of situation' in such simple terms, you know, like 'where is the problem? 1 
don't have any prejudices against Jews and of course I am against what 
happened. 'I realize now that you cannot just sweep away the issue by thinking 
that, as a leftist, you are above or beyond that. " 
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Kris's sense of guilt was related to the fact that she let herself believe that, as a leftist, she 

was automatically on the '~orrect side' and did not have to deal with the past or with anti-Semitism 

today. She told me how uncomfortable she felt when she realized that she knew virtually nothing 

about Jewish culture and hiistory: 

"And perhaps thaUs something that .is typically German, that you don 'f learn that 
and you don't bother occupying yourselfwith that ... that Jewish culture is no 
longer a part of German culture. And that you don't come in touch with it in your 
daily lifo, that it is not in your consciousness. And I do feel some kind of shame 
about that, because, even after such encounters like the one I told you about, I did 
not bother to really work on that. And 1 guess that is typically German. " 

Kris's lack of knowledge about Jewish culture and history was nothing she stood alone 

with. It relates to her having grown up in a context where the post-war silence over the Nazi crimes 

came along with silence over the victims. A few women told me about moments in which they 

realized that Jewish culture was mostly absent in Germany today. Some became aware of that 

when they encountered Jewish communities and Jewish culture in other countries, for example, 

when visiting New York City or London. Theyal] described this realization as unsettling, ifnot 

even painful. It brought them face-to-face with what is now missing in their own country, 

confronted them with the destruction of Jewish lives at the hand of Germans and the erasure of 

what had been a part of German culture prior to the Holocaust. Pia pointed out that, even though 

the Nazis were ultimately de:feated, they had been successful at wiping out most of Jewish life and 

culture in Germany, and their success was alsOi measurable by the absence of this part of German 

history and heritage in the minds and memories of most Germans today: "You kind of just take it 

for granted that this is gone. Some people don't even realize that it 's gone, that it was there before. 

It's like it never existed. " To realize that this absence had existed unquestioned in their own minds 

was what these women described as a painful e:xperience, as causing them to feel shame. They 

looked back at their high school education and noted that they had only learned about Jews in terms 

of '6 million dead' or 'mounts of corpses.' Birgit said: "It did not occur to me at the time that there 

was something wrong with the way in which we learned about the Jews. Looking back at it now, I 
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think it 's just terrible, you know, to reduce them to that, to corpses. " While these women were not 

responsible for the ways in which history was taught to them, they felt shame or even guilt for not 

having questioned these inadequate representa1tions and for their own lack of awareness and 

knowledge of Jewish life in Germany, before and after the Holocaust. 

The women who felt their guilt to be inherited ultimately could not change anything about 

the origin of that guilt; they eould only carry this burden on behalf of those who had passed it on to 

them. In contrast, Kris, Anka, and others, who felt guilty for their own actions and failures to act, 

did not describe this guilt as paralyzing and unresolvable. The source of their guilt was something 

they could take responsibility for and which they could strive to change. And they took on this 

responsibility as individuals, not so much as members of a group. Focusing on their own actions 

and attitudes, rather than a collective heritage, allowed them to keep a critical distance to notions of 

the collective. They did not deny their association with the collective and its heritage; however, 

they were trying to forego an unquestioned idel1ltification with it. Kris, for example, after 

explaining to me that she felt ,shame for her ignorance of Jewish culture and suspected that to be 

something 'typically German,' continued: 

"1 feel shame for my own behavior. But it also has something to do with being 
German. Although that is difficult. 1 don't really have this national feeling, you 
know.1fthe chancelllJ)r embarrasses himselfby doing or saying something stupid 
or insensitive, 1 don 'tfeel shame for that, that's his business. 1 don't feel that kind 
of kinship with him, he's not speakingfor me. But this thing with national identity 
is not totally clear for me. 1 would say that 1 am somehow part of that, 1 have to 
acknowledge that, even though 1 do not/eel much for it. My identities, those that 
are important to me, 6lre smaller than that. " 

Kris conceded that her national association was not irrelevant, but she rejected giving it too 

much importance. She referred to other identities - as a leftist, as a member of a particular 

subculture - that were more meaningful to her and which transcended national boundaries. Her 

allegiance to these chosen identities was stronger than that to her national identity, which it had not 

been up to her to chose. While she looked at the German past from the location of being German, 
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responsibility lay without reifying the concept of the German nation and German identity. 
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Such reification tends to be the byproduct of notions of collective guilt. InitiaHy, I was 

surprised to find that a number of women who pointed out that they saw the German nation as an 

arbitrary construct that ought: to be called into question, particularly in its ethnic definition, also 

subscribed to the notion of collective guilt. While they challenged essentialist notions of 

Germanness in some regards, they seemed to evoke them in others. As pointed out before, this 

underscores the fact that people's understandings of, or attitudes towards, national identity are not 

seamless and stable but rather complex and shifting; while they might draw on 'rational' thought 

processes and political consiperations, they are also invested with emotions and based on 

identifications which are not entirely, or not always, conscious. Such contradictions might have to 

be seen as the norm, rather ilian the exception. I will come back to this issue in the last chapter of 

this thesis. For now, I turn to notions ofresponsibi]ity. 

Responsibilitv: for what and to what end? 

The majority of the women who are descendents of the perpetrator group at large spoke of 

responsibility rather than guil~ in relation to the NS past. As mentioned before, younger women 

were less prone to feelings of guilt than were women of the daughter-generation. They seemed less 

preoccupied with this history or legacy, although they acknowledged it as a part of their own 

history. Rather than seeing it as burden, they tended to approach it from a more distant point of 

view. They wanted to know what happened and to understand how it could happen. When Nadja, a 

26 year-old West German, told me about situations in which she had felt uncomfortable about 

being German, most of which had to do with becoming aware of privileges connected to that status, 

I asked her if she had ever felt uncomfortable about being German in relation to National Socialism 

and the Holocaust. She responded: 



"No. It was more this, this sense ... it seems incomprehensible. 1 mean, it really 
affected me when 1 learned about what was going on then. 1 don't think 1 thought 
about how 1 am related to that. AliI thought about was how can human beings do 
things like that? How could they live with themselves? Well, there are ways to 
explain it ... yet, thae remains something, a level at which 1 still don't understand 
it. It just blows my mind that human beings are capable of treating other human 
beings like that. Anti 1 think it 's important to know that, to keep that in mind To 
ask yourself, could something like that happen again?" 
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Viola, a 19 year-old. East German, had just finished high school when I interviewed her and 

was planning to study history. She said that she was particularly interested in studying the history 

ofthe Third Reich because she wanted to unde:rstand how an entire people could support such a 

murderous regime. I asked her if she saw a cormection between herself or her life and that history. 

Viola: "I don 't real~v see myselfin a direct relationship to that. But 1 want to do 
my share in prevenning something like that from happening again. 1 want to learn 
from that history. And 1 would say that Germans have a special responsibility 
because of that history. 1 don't feel guilty for what happened. There is nothing 1 
could do to change t'he fact that it happened. But 1 do think it's important to know 
what happened and to acknowledge that responsibility. " 

Younger women generally seem to feel less personally affected by the Nazi past than the 

generation that grew up after the war. Yet, ther,e is no clear generational divide between those who 

relate to the Nazi past by feeling guilt and those who interpret the legacy of this past in terms of 

responsibility. Several women of the daughter-generation also pointed out that they saw themselves 

in a position of responsibility rather than guilt. Many women were critical of presumptions of guilt 

in relation to the past and pointed to its paralyzing ,effect. A few of them, both older and younger 

women, told me that they had gone from feeling guilty to understanding that this was not a 

constructive approach and embracing the notion of responsibility instead. Looking at the interviews 

with majority-German women as a whole, it seems that the notion of responsibility as the legacy of 

the past for Germans today is finding most acceptance in this group. 

However, the exact nature of that responsibility was often less than clear in my interview 

partners' statements. Claiming that Germans have to take responsibility for their history is a 

commonplace nowadays. Talking about this responsibility, many of my interview partners did not 

explicitly address what they are taking responsibility for and what that implies. Most commonly, it 
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was framed as 'a responsibiJity for preventing something like that from happening again.' The 

persecution and exterminati~:m of Jews and other groups of people by Germans was rarely 

addressed directly, even though it appears to be the implicit core of 'that. ' At a minimal level, 

'accepting responsibility forthe past' seems to be understood as implying an obligation to know 

about it and not to forget. Though, some wom~m pointed out ways in which they were seeking to 

translate this responsibility into more concrete practices. This could mean that they try to be aware 

of traces of the NS past in the present, look out for continuities, and oppose denial and revisionist 

tendencies. Several women also spoke of a responsibility to look critically at how minorities are 

treated today, to speak out or organize against discrimination and exclusion, and to be antiracist in 

general. A few women also mentioned their involvement in groups that work with refugees in 

Germany as a way of taking on that responsibility. 

Several women who spoke of such pra<ctices explained that they felt it was important to 

show that there are 'other' Germans, 'better' Germans. One of these women is Jana, a 30 year-old 

West German. When we talked about the meaning of the Nazi past today, Jana said: 

"1 think the issue is one of taking on responsibility for preventing something like 
that from happening again. And 1 think that all Germans have this responsibility, 
including those who were born after the war. What does it mean today? The 
responsibility of the grandsons and granddaughters is to learn about this history 
and to be anti racist and antinationalist~ 1 mean, 1 cannot claim that 1 am super­
active. But around the years '92, '93, when these terrible attacks happened, 1 
joined an antiracist group. We also worked with refugees. At that time, these 
things became really important to me. I wanted to do something. 1 also wanted to 
show that not all Germans are like that; that there are other Germans as well. " 

Similar statements were made by a number of women. It appears that such practices are 

sometimes pursued, if only in part, as a way of ,establishing oneself as a 'good' German. I do not 

think that a desire to show oneself to be different from the 'ugly' Germans, to be a 'better' German, 

is the only driving force behind these women's involvement in the various political projects they 

engaged in. But I do think tha.t there is a generaillack of reflection on the kind of identity politics 

inherent in such work, on what personal needs women are trying to fulfill in their politics and what 
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notions of Germanness they produce in the process. (I will address the issue of identity politics in 

the last chapter.) 

Asked whether they felt that they had this responsibility as a person or individual or as a 

German, most women described it as a responsibility they shared as Germans. The predominant 

understanding was that this was a collective responsibility. Only four women emphasized 

approaching the issue as individuals. 

The women who sp(])ke of a collective responsibility saw this as a responsibility they have 

to accept as Germans. The collective at issue was mostly understood to be the 'German nation' or 

the 'German people.' Their sense of responsibiility stemmed from their sense of belonging to this 

group. One woman, Michi, put it somewhat dijferently by referring to citizenship rather than 

nationality or ethnicity: 

"1 am not personally responsible for what happened, but 1 cannot simply say that 
it's none of my business. There is a connection. 1 am a citizen o.fthis state and this 
state has a history a}(2d it deals with this history in particular ways. And 1 do think 
there is something like collective responsibility. A responsibility for how that past 
and its consequences are dealt with. And 1 do share that responsibility. " 

Overall, it was not dear from the women's statements whether they thought that German 

nationals or citizens who do not descend from the perpetrator group at large - for example, 1 ewish 

Germans or German citizens who are not 'ethnic' Germans - ought to share this responsibility as 

well. Implicitly, they appear to have referred only to 'ethnic' Germans when they spoke of 'our 

special responsibility as Gen:i1ans.' This might ibe justified given that the perpetrators were' ethnic' 

Germans, and most women would probably not expect lewish Germans or Germans who are 

children of migrants to feel responsible for Nazi crimes. However, in claiming that this 'special 

responsibility' is essential to what it means to be German, one risks reproducing a concept of 

Germanness based on ethnicity and the collective memory of the perpetrators and their 

descendents. I do not mean to argue against the notion that Germans have to confront the history of 

the society of which they are a part and share responsibility for how this society deals with its 
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history. But to substitute a national identity that is centered around silence over, or even denial of, 

the past with one that is cenliered around claiming responsibility for this past can have exclusionary 

effects, since not all German nationals or citizens stand in the same relationship to that history. In 

discussing the meanings of the past for Germans today, such differences must not be obscured, and 

the descendents of the perpetrator group at large need to find ways of addressing this legacy that 

consider the specificity oftheir relationship to it as well as their position in German society today. 

To the extent that this responsibility is understood as collective, it also tends to be focused 

on the collective and to imply an identification with the collective. Several women expressed 

feeling shame or embarrassment in relation to how Germans as a collective are dealing with the 

past. At the time of the inteNiews, German media were frequently addressed the issue of 

recompensation for people who had been exploited as forced laborers during the Third Reich. A 

number of my interview partners described how the haggling and the delaying tactics employed by 

the German government and the German companies in question made them feel ashamed as 

Gennans. Birgit, who had made a lot of friends, among them many Jews, when she lived in New 

York City for two years, spoke about this issue as well as attacks on foreigners in Germany and 

wondered what her friends were thinking about these matters: "I thought, what are they going to 

think when they hear this on the news. Will they look at me d(lJerent{v, will that affect the 

impression they have of me? Did they get to know me well enough not to generalize or willI be 

confronted with this somehow?" 

An understanding oftthis responsibility ;as collective and for the collective can have effects 

not unlike the notion of collective guilt. It can result in a sense of being overpowered and 

paralyzed, since the individual feeling this responsibility has only limited influence on other 

members of the collective with whom she identifies, on how the past is dealt with collectively. In 

addition to that, questions of individual responsibility tend move to the background as 

responsibility is delegated to the collective. Furthermore, the collective with whom one identifies is 

mostly not in question; rather, the collective identity is reproduced through this notion of collective 
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responsibility. But, as mentioned before, constructing a positive German identity based on taking 

responsibility for the German past not only serves some women to enhance their own self-esteem 

or relieve the discomfort they feel around being German. It also, even if unwittingly, reproduces an 

exclusionary notion of Germanness, which yet again keeps out those who are not descendents of 

the perpetrators, supporters, and bystanders under National Socialism or those who are not part of 

the dominant group today. 

The women who talked about coming to terms with the past and developing a responsible 

way of dealing with this lega~y as individuals largely focused on the extent to which this past is 

still active in the present. They emphasized a n~~ed to recognize and work through the effects that 

this history had upon themselves as individual human beings. That could mean that they sought to 

understand how growing up iIn the society that its built of this past influenced their personalities, 

view points, and practices or that they tried to work through unresolved feelings of guilt in relation 

to this history. However, this focus on themselves did not imply that they were not interested in the 

broader context of this history and how it is dealt with collectively. They rather wanted to 

understand their own position within this context and reflect on the ways in which they interact 

with others. In fact, the initiative to look more closely at themselves often came out of their 

political work. They further talked about 'Icoming to terms with the past' as a task that could never 

come to a completion; rather, they saw history as continuous, something they would always live 

with. For instance, Pia put it this way: 

"1 look at this part of German history and 1 see such incredible, absolute violence. 
And the voids it creat,(:d are still there. It's not over in that sense. You can suppress 
the memories but that doesn't undo what happened. And 1 don't know what could 
be meant by coming to terms with that, 1 cannot see it. Many people say, 'Well, it's 
enough now, 1 have ckalt with it for long enough. But 1 think that the more 1 
preoccupy myse~f with it, the more 1 come to realize dimensions that 1 had not been 
aware of before. " 

Pia was convinced that nobody could ever arrive at a complete understanding of this 

history and its effects on the present. To that extent, she saw confronting herself with this history as. 
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an ongoing struggle that could never corne to an endpoint. This included a continuing responsibility 

to look at all events in the present as well as one's own attitudes and behaviors against the 

background of this history. 

Pia: "And there still are many things that 1 have not looked at yet. Just recently, a 
colleague of mine fr{f)m Israel pointed me towards something that 1 had not seen 
before. We had these conflicts in the women's project scene here in the city, and 
these conflicts led to major splits. And my colleague said that she found that to be 
a very German way {f)f dealing with each other. We are very quick in separating 
what we consider good and bad, and then we split up over that. And that's not just 
among women. She said that this was different where she came from, that people 
were more relaxed tn that regard And that makes you think again about such 
cultural or character moulds. 1 am like that, too. 1 can be pretty tough and 
uncompromising. And 1 tend to think that 1 am doing it out of a good attitude, an 
idealistic attitude or something like that. But 1 guess 1 have to ask myself to what 
extent 1 am being very German there, when 1 respond like that, you know, like 
'that's it, end of the discussion, , when .l am firm-principled The woman from 
Israel described the style there to be very different: People don't split up that 
easily, they sit down ~ogether again and talk about about their issues. But here, 
there always has to be right and wrong, good and bad And everyone is anxious to 
show that they are on the right side, and we do so by rejecting every other way of 
looking at things. " 

Anka described similar experiences in feminist contexts. While she had enjoyed working 

with certain feminist groups, :she also recalled how dreadful she found the moralizing and the 

dogmatism in others: 

"For example, 1 was in this feminist antifascist group. There, everything was so 
narrow and square and overly moral. And totally dogmatic, not just with regard to 
politics, even with private things. 1 was in a relationship with a woman who was 
also involved with the group, and things weren't going so well. And suddenly, the 
group began to discuss our relationship. It was like a trial, they wanted me to 
justifY my behaviors. That was just tern;ble. Well, there was this constant pressure 
to justifY yourself. There always had to be a clear-cut distinction between right and 
wrong, good and bad No real exchange, on{v dogmas and rules. And either you 
sticked to the rules or you better left the group. That was my worst experience with 
a group." 

Such thinking in rigid binary oppositio11ls has been noted by various authors working on the 

psychological effects that the overall denial and repression of the Nazi past had on the generations 

born after the Nazi period. While I have already touched on these effects in the introduction to this 
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chapter, I want to repeat and elaborate on the points mentioned before towards further 

contextualizing the dynamics described by Pia and! Anka. 

Writing about the 'second generation,' the daughters and sons of the Nazi-generation, 

Margarete Mitscherlich points out that they grew up in a culture marked by an 'inability to mourn,' 

where no systematic attempts were made at working through this legacy in its political-historical 

and psychological dimensions. Their parents passed along to them their defenses against the recent 

past. Mitscherlich concludes that this generation not only inherited a past that has not been worked 

through, they also became part of the continuing effort to ward off the task of such working 

through: 

Whether they want to or not, they are identified with their parents, either take over 
their denials and suppressions or fight lin a blind rage against the older generation. 
In doing that, they tend to defend their values and ideals with the same rigidity and 
the same fanaticism as had their parents during Hitler's time (1987:125, 
translation: A.K.). 

Here, Mitscherlich is referring to the West German student movement of the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. While the movement must be credited for breaking the post-war silence over National 

Socialism and the Holocaust" Mitscherlich's point is that their aggressive rejection of the past also 

prevented them from truly working though this legacy: they shared the predecessing generation's 

'inability to mourn.' Michael Geyer describes the movement as ha\'ing been engaged in a "drama 

of distantiation" from the pas~ (as well as the materialism of post-war West Germany society), 

which found its most radical expression in terrorism (1996: 175). Applying the psychoanalytic 

framework put forward by, among others, Dominick LaCapra, one could consider this 'drama of 

distantiation' a form of acting out, rather than working through. LaCapra explains the concept of 

working through as follows: 

To work through problems requires acknowledging them. It also involves an 
attempt to counteract the tendency to deny, repress, or blindly repeat them, and it 
enables one to acquire critical perspective allowing for a measure of control and 
responsible action, notably including a mode of repetition related to the renewal of 
life in the present (1998:54). 
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Acting out refers to a process in which repressed elements are not acknowledged and 

counteracted, instead "the pa:st is compulsively relived rather than remembered and critically 

confronted" (1998:48). The denial and repression of the massive legacy of guilt that remained after 

the defeat of the Third Reich created an immense moral void. It is in this context that the binaries 

goodlbad, right/wrong, victirtJ.lperpetrator have become particularly charged. Uli Linke notes that 

"the fact of German Nazism and ludeocide left an inescapable imprint on postwar West German 

culture and affected people's: lives and self-understandings in the most intimate ways" (1999:67). 

Terms such as 'Nazi,' 'Auschwitz' and others invoking memories of National Socialism and the 

Holocaust serve as signifiersof absolute evil. hI that regard, it "was ultimately no coincidence that 

members of the West German generation of 1968 repeatedly made reference to the Third Reich, 

and the Holocaust, in their battles with each oth.er and with members of their parents' generation" 

(ibid.).2 The aggressive rejec~ion of the past on behalf of the New Left was also based on a desire to 

identify with historical victims. It prevented a critical confrontation with National Socialism, anti-

Semitism, and the Holocaust and resulted in continued repression and acting out (Postone 1993). 

While explicit references to Nazism and ludeocide might have become less common in 

political battles by now, they have not gone out of currency. 3 Several of my interview partners 

related stories of conflicts within feminist and leftists groups in which such terminology was used 

to discredit or 'shoot down' certain individuals or factions and their views. The use of such 

2 It is rather ironic that their political opponents appJlied the same terminology in discrediting the 
movement, that is accusations oflNazism went both ways. The leftist terrorist group RAF (Red Army 
Fraction) attracted most such comparisons. Particularly in the 1970s, but in the following decades as well, its 
members and supporters were denounced as Hitler's or I-Iimmler's children. In an article published in the 
newspaper Berliner Zeitung, historian G6tz AIy even equated them with the SS (see Tolmein 1998). 

3 For example: Following a rather violent police eviction of a squatted house, which had served as a 
leftist culture center, in the city o~Potsdam on 1 June: 2000, leftist youth smashed the windows of five bank 
branches. A local conservative p<i>litician subsequently compcrred this window smashing with the 
"Reichskristallnacht," that is, the: night of 9/10 November 1938, during which the Nazis organized anti­
Jewish pogroms tllfoughout Germany, burning synagogues and breaking windows of Jewish shops (see 
Kanzleiter 2000). 
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terminology and the applicatjon of rigid binary conceptualizations of 'right' and. 'wrong' further 

aggravated existing antagonisms, and most such conflicts were ultimately unresolvable. 

There certainly are cases or situations in which compromising would amount to selling out 

on one's political convictions and ideals. Yet, Pia was not alone in noting that at least parts of the 

German feminist movement are quick in demar1cating 'right' from 'wrong' and categorically 

rejecting what they deem 'wrong' in order to secure their sense of being on the 'right side.' Pia did 

not apply such terminology if/. talking about the conflicts within the women's project scene and 

how they are dealt with, but one could see these: attitudes and behaviors as forms of acting out. Her 

colleague's comments challenged Pia to consider that what she used to think of as a positive 

quality, namely being 'princi}i>led,' might be more than an individual character trait. She began to 

contemplate the possibility that it was related to an unmastered legacy, the result of which was a 

moral uncertainty that led people to be 'tough' and 'uncompromising,' created a strong need to feel 

themselves securely on the 'right side,' and resultedl in an incapability to tolerate ambiguities, as 

these were seen as threateningto one's moral integrity. 

Pia concluded that, ini order to arrive at more constructive ways of handling conflict and 

dealing with each other, she and the women she works with ought to confront themselves with the 

historical, political, and moral~ context that shaped their personalities and practices. 

Pia: "You don't have to turn being German into a positive thing. but you cannot 
ignore it either. This being German in German history. it is about absolute 
exclusion and extermirzation. But it is dangerous to think that, in disassociating 
oneselffrom that, one'is automatically disassociating onese(ffrom the mechanisms 
of exclusion as well. When you denounce this history, it does not mean that you 
might not somehow harve it in yourself as a potential. So 1 think that you have to 
confront yourselfwith that history to be able to confront violence and exclusion in 
the German women's movement. And also to get away from this bigfoar or the 
idea that you will be seen as a bad person. You're not a good person just because 
you're a feminist. " 

Luci was another woman who saw a relationship between the legacy of Nazism and her 

own attitudes and behaviors. For example, she sometimes felt 'blocked' in encounters with Jewish 



people and migrants in GeITl1lany, and she thought that was most likely a result of unresolved 

feelings of guilt: 

"It '8 not easy to explain, but I guess you flellike you're vulnerable, like you might 
be attacked. And so you close down and withdraw. And thereby you prevent any 
real contactfrom happening. You base your identity on denouncing German 
identity. However, it' would be much more constructive if you were willing to let 
your German backgflound be part of meeting other people, to revisit it in that 
contact. But through my bad conscience as a German or my rejection of that 
identity, I prevent su'(:h contact and make myself untouchable, safe from possible 
attack. " 

Luci went on to explain her view that, Jin order to be able to meet others and work with 

them, she had to take responsibility for and work through whatever unresolved feelings she was 

harboring in relation to her national association: 

"If I have a bad conscience about something, feel guilty or something, and I don't 
resolve that, then it will often be others who end up suffering or paying the price 
for that. Because no ([me likes to be constantly in a position of feeling bad about 
themselves. Sooner or later you're going to resent the people who do not have to 
carry that same load. Then you're also incapable of seeing what their lives are 
like, what kind of burden they have to master. lfit becomes difficult to work or be 
with me because I have not worked through my own issues, then I have the 
responsibility to deal with these things. This could be National Socialism in 
general, it could be my family history, racism in German society today, or other 
things. " 

Witrun feminist debates on how to fight against racism. anti-Semitism, and other 
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ideologies and structures of oppression, the responsibility of women belonging to the dominant and 

privileged group tends to be conceptualized in two different fom1s. which are often perceived as 

opposites or alternatives. Somie put the emphasis on 'unlearning' their racism, anti-Semitism, 

ableism, and other oppressive systems of thought they have internalized. Others argue that, by 

paying too much attention to oneself, one risks neglecting the fight against the social, economic, 

and political structures of oppression. They see activities such as 'unlearning-racism workshops' 

for white women as resulting in solipsism and argue for more pragmatic strategies.4 Changing 

4 See, for example, the dbeumentation of such debates in Goldmann (n.d.) and Verein fUr 
Sozialwissenschaftliche Forschung und Praxis fUr Frauen e.v. (1991). 
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society and changing the dominant subject then appear as two separate and competing struggles. 

Yet, Luci's and Pia's approaches to the issue o:f(majority-)Germanness, in which the legacy of 

Nazism played a major role, show that working on the self does not need not be detached from 

social and political activism. They wanted to work through issues relating to being German against 

the background of German history in order to understand the ways in which this background 

affected their attitudes and b€haviors in the contex1 of their political work. Based on such an 

understanding, they hoped tOi be enabled to take responsibility for these attitudes and behaviors and 

to become more effective allies. 

In fact, coming to temns with one's position and background can be necessary in order to 

become a competent political actor in the first place. The African-American poet and political 

activist Audre Lorde noted the following about majority-German feminists while she stayed in 

Germany during the 1980s: 

I have met an immobilizing national guilt in white German women which serves to 
keep them from acti~g upon what they profess to believe. Their energies, however 
well intentioned, are not being used, they are unavailable in the battles against 
racism, antisemitism,1 heterosexism, xenophobia. Because they seem unable to 
accept who they are, these women too often fail to examine and pursue the powers 
relative to their identity. They waste that power, or worse, turn it over to their 
enemies. Four decades after National Socialism, the question still lingers for many 
white German women: how can I draw strength from my roots when those roots 
are entwined in such a terrible history? (I992:viii). 

Lorde's statement resonates with Pia's and Luci's self-reflections. It was equally echoed by 

Anka and Ines, who also pointed out that, in order to deal with the past and one's position today in 

responsible ways, one had to start by working through whatever unresolved feelings one might 

have in relation to this history. Anka put it this way: 

"First o..f all, you have to realize that it is not constructive to run aroundfeeling 
guilty. You rather haWe to look at how you can take responsibility today. 1 mean, 
many people have pr@bably asked themselves: How would 1 have acted during the 
time ofNS? Of course, 1 would like to think that 1 would have been in the 
resistance. But 1 cannot know that. And so 1 think it 's a question of .. there is a 
moral obligation to at least act in this country today in a way that ... that 1 don't 
put my head in the sand or look away but stand up for what 1 believe in. Also to be 
prepared should things get worse with right-wing extremists. So that 1 don 'f 



immediately run away in fear when I see a skinhead. That's what I take away as a 
lesson from this history, that it 's important to develop courage. It's a learning 
process though. It starts with deciding against paralysis and then you have to keep 
on working on it. " 

Ines expressed a similar view: 

"You have to conjrotrzt yourself and deal with this historical legacy and also ask 
yourselfhow it affects you personally. But you have to do that in terms of 
responsibility, not in! terms of a gUilt which gets you totally down. That also means 
to be aware of continuities, to be very sensitive to what is going on right now, to 
take note of exclusiol-'lS, persecutions, attacks, and to respond to that in a 
responsible way, to not look away andfollow the line of least resistance. But you 
also have to be realiStic about what you can do. You know, that collective sense of 
powerlessness and impotence that people often fall into when they confront their 
Germanness, that cannot be it. Yes, you have to acknowledge the fact that you are 
German and come to terms with what that means for you. But you must not get 
stuck in thinking: thelSe terrible Germans, all this guilt, it's so negative to be 
German, etc. There is a point where I would say, you're German, fine, so what? 
Get over it! That's where you start from, but what ultimately matters is not who 
you are, it's what yoZll do. " 

The question of 'responsibility for the past' was not an abstract issue for these women; 
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they rather approached it as a personal challenge. They wanted to clarify for themselves how they 

were related to this past and understand the ways iIll which it was still active in the present, in 

German society and within thlemselves. They were not concerned with integrating the past into a 

positive sense of Germannessl by way of claiming responsibility for it as Germans, but rather 

approached the issue on a more personal level by trying to develop political identities and practices 

that would allow them to take on responsibility in constructive ways. They pointed out problems 

with an identity politics that is guided by a desire to be on the 'right side,' to not be seen as a 'bad' 

person. Pia noted the negative effects that such identity politics can have on coalition work, and 

Ines pointed to the risk ofbeiIilg immobilized by overemphasizing the negative aspects of one's 

national association. While this association must not be ignored, one does not need to make it 

definitive of oneself, since, in Ines's words, "what ultimately matters is not who you are, it's what 

you do.'" 
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Beyond the perpetrator group allld their descendents - exceeding the 

'canon' of German collective memory 

The concept of collective memory pOSI~S numerous theoretical and methodological 

problems: How can it be defined and how can itt can be surveyed or captured? How is it produced 

and transmitted? How is it interrelated with individual memories? How and why does it change? 

How can it be represented? Does it exist at all or is it a projection or a myth?5 Within the context of 

the discussion at hand, I have to leave these questions aside. Yet, although this concept is 

ambiguous and cannot be linked to an 'objective' reality, I find it useful in conceiving of how 

individuals participate in the Iconstruction and maintenance of collective identities by remembering 

and setting themselves in relationship to events they have not experienced themselves and to 

persons whom they have never met. In using the term collective memory, I am referring to 

memories which are not based on individual eXlPerience but are socially transmitted - for example, 

through media, education, museums, public ceremonies, or public discussions - and which 

establish connections between individuals across time as well as within the present. 6 The social 

groups to which individuals relate provide the firame of reference in which such memories become 

meaningful. In turn, social groups and collective identities constitute themselves through 

individuals' identification wi~h socially transmitted memories. Yet, just as individual memories are 

subject to continuous revision and reinterpretation within processes of identity construction, so are 

collective memories. What Mkhael Lambek and Paul Antze note about the relationship between 

memory and individual identities is applicable to collective identities as well: 

Memory serves as both a phenomenological ground of identity (as when we know 
implicitly who we are and the circumstances that have made us so) and the means 
for explicit identity cQnstruction (as when we search our memories in order to 

~ 

5 See, for example, Fulbrook (1999); Gedi and Elam (1996); Hutton (1993). 
6 I am not suggesting ili?t memories based on individual experience are more 'authentic' than such 

that are socially transmitted. Indi~idual experiences llInd memories are, of course, themselves socially 
mediated. What I am distinguishing are eX"Periences and memories that are interpreted as individual versus 
such that are perceived as collective. However, these two types of memory are not separate phenomena but 
rather draw on each other. 



understand ourselves or when we offer particular stories about ourselves in order to 
make a certain kind lof impression). But although we may set up the ideal of an 
unambiguous, limpid self - there should be no obscurities in our memories -
ambiguity is the rule. So while memory should support the dominant view of our 
identity, the trouble is that it always threatens to undermine it, whether by obvious 
gaps, by uncertainties, or by the glimpses of a past that no longer seems to be ours 
(l996:xvi). 
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Collective memory eannot be thought of as a seamless whole, but must rather be seen as a 

process in which contradictory and conflicting memories are constantly renegotiated. This is 

particularly obvious in the Gierman context, where representations and interpretations of German 

history, especially of the Nazi era and the Holocaust, constitute sites of intense and controversial 

public debates over how and what should be remembered. In chapter 1, I have shown how these 

debates serve as focal points in an ongoing battle over defining German national identity. What I 

have not addressed explicitly are the questions of who takes part in these debates over the past, in 

whose name they are carried . out, and whose m;:mories are included or excluded in these struggles 

over German collective memory? 

From many of those :Who had formed, and felt themselves to be, part of the 
community of Germc).ns before 1933, the possibility of continuing to contribute to 
German society, culfure and memory was removed, against their will. Across the 
world, there are people who fled from, or whose parents and grandparents fled 
from, the Nazi system of terror. Their memories and the impact on their lives and 
personalities should ~orm part of this story; but it is a part which more often 
contributes to the development now of other cultures, other societies, and has for 
the most part been e~cluded from what is deemed to be 'German' today (Fulbrook 
1999:147). 

While it is questionab>le that German-Jewish relations before the Nazi regime can correctly 

be described as a 'symbiosis,' as they are frequently referred to, Dan Diner points out that, "[a]fter 

Auschwitz it is actually possible - what a sad irony - to speak of a 'German-Jewish symbiosis', 

albeit a negative one. For both Jews and Germans, whether they like it or not, the aftermath of mass 

murder has been the starting point for self-understanding - a kind of community of opposites" 

(1990:251). The wedge that has been driven between Germans and Jews by the German pursuit of 

Judeocide largely remains defiinitive of the relationship between the two groups, which are still 
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often conceived of as mutually exclusive. As a result, their respective memories also form 'a kind 

of community of opposites.' In addressing the: dividing line between the historical consciousness of 

most Jewish survivors and 1ihe vast majority of Germans after 1945, Frank Stem draws on Primo 

Levi's notion ofa 'cordon sanitaire,' which Levi applied in describing how many Germans fended 

off burdensome memories during the last years of the Nazi regime. Stem argues that there exists a 

cordon sanitaire between German and Jewish memories, which has served Germans to keep 

troubling memories at a harmless distance: "This cordon sanitaire created a major shield against 

moral awareness and the necessity of self-critical questioning. It became the German postwar coat 

of arms, the main device in the German culture offorgetting" (1997:213p.). Whereas there have 

been attempts at countering ,such forgetting and confronting the past, they have mostly not 

managed, or even attempted, to cross the cordon sanitaire between the divided memories. 

Debates about the relationship between German identity and the Nazi past, with the 

Holocaust as its core, are often conducted more or less exclusively among those who belong to, or 

descend from, the collective responsible for bringing the Nazis to power and for supporting or 

tolerating Nazi crimes. The dominance, within these discussions, of people who stand in the 

tradition of the perpetrators mirrors the make-up of Germany's population. However, what is at 

issue in these discussions is not only how people standing in this tradition ought to deal with that 

legacy. To the ex1:ent that these debates aim at defining German national identity, the legacy of the 

perpetrators becomes a, or even the, constitutive dement of German identity, either in being 

relativized and downplayed I)r in being acknowledged and accepted. Therefore, the dominant 

collective memory that is being negotiated in this context also becomes normative ofGermanness. 

The memories of the victims: of Nazism are mOistly not reconcilable with this construction of 

Germanness; they either have to be subsumed, or they indicate a position outside of Germanness. 

The same applies to the perspectives of people who are neither related to the perpetrator 

group at large nor to the grou,ps who were victimized, for example, to many migrants and their 

descendents. They are excluqed from the dominant collective memory in its identity-constituting 



222 

function, unless they are wiilling to prioritize the dominant collective memory over the particular 

perspective they might hold based on their spl~cific background and position within German 

society. Such a prioritization as the condition for unambiguous belonging was spelled out 

implicitly by Klaus von Dohnanyi, a member of the SPD (Social Democratic Party of Germany) 

and former mayor ofHambJlrg. In defending Martin Walser, Dohnanyi had suggested that Jews 

critical of Walser's call for a SchZufistrich (see chapter 1) should ask themselves whether they 

would have resisted against: the Nazi regime if only 'Gypsies' and homosexuals had been 

persecuted. During an interview he gave to the newspaper TagesspiegeZ, Dohnanyi elaborated on 

this claim and said: 

Personally, I think tPat in relation to the question of guilt for the Third Reich's 
crimes there can be Ino difference between a young non-Jewish German and a 
young Jewish German: Both are Gennans who are personally without any guilt, 
but they are liable - as Karl Jaspers formulated it in 1946 already - for the German 
history by virtue of being German citizens. Should that not apply to, for example, a 
young German who, has Turkish parents or grandparents? Those who see it that 
way risk making a 'racist' argument (ll999; translation: A.K.). 

In reducing individuals' relationship to the Nazi past to their citizenship and by contracting 

the moral and political ques~ions raised by this past to the issue of liability, Dohnanyi ignores the 

fact that different groups within the population have made different experiences with that state and 

society and hold distinct collective memories based on these experiences. These differences will 

also affect how the issue of liability is understood and approached by German citizens of various 

backgrounds (see Zuckermann 1999a: 113). By discrediting attention to such particularities as 

'racist,' Dohnanyi wards off:challenges to the dominant collective memory in its binding function 

as constitutive of German ness. 

Michael Geyer and Miriam Hansen make the following observation: 

If a German national; consciousness has indeed emerged from collective processes 
of remembrance, this means that Germans have forged it on the basis of their 
memory of the Holo~aust, from the very destruction they meted out only a 
generation ago! Even if this act redeems the past and its victims, it entails an 
appropriation and transfer of the memory of the Holocaust. We begin to recognize 
how problematic GeJiman memory is (I 994: 186; emphasis in the original). 
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What is disturbing about this development is its orientation towards recovering a national 

identity based on the collective memory of the perpetrator group at large and their descendents. 

This notion of German nati@nal identity repeats the exclusions that divided perpetrators from 

victims. It takes for granted a homogeneity of the German historical experience without 

acknowledging that this homogeneity was produc1ed through the destruction or forcing into exile of 

those groups within the popUlation that National Socialist ideology excluded from Germanness. It 

not only accepts their absen¢e, it also writes out of German history their experiences and memories, 

thereby fending off their unsettling effect on the process of recovery. 

This section now twins to the views of those of my interview partners who are not, or not 

exclusively, descendents of the perpetrator group at large. I present their various perspectives on 

the history of Nazism and the Holocaust and discuss how these figure into their understandings of 

themselves as Germans. 

Mira is an Afro-German who was bom in the GDR but spent parts of her youth in various 

countries and altogether lived most of her life in West Germany. She described herself as 

Christian-socialized. During !he interview with Mira, the issue of German history and particularly 

National Socialism came up while she was telling me how she constantly negotiates multiple 

identities or subject positions in an environment that expects her to position herself unambiguously 

in relation to either/or choices: 

"SOCiety, or Westem SOCiety, fonctions that way. You have to define yourself and 
walk in line. You hav,e to be either this or that. And I had internalized that, you 
know, that you cannot be more than one thing, like German and black. But now I 
think, people just hawe to learn to deal with the fact that human beings are many 
things, many different things. I cannot separate my different parts, I will always be 
all these things, blade. a woman, afeminist, a lesbian, and also German. I am 
shaped by this culture, I have to acknowledge that, even though I do not look at 
German identity as shmething entire£v positive. The history of National Socialism 
comes in there. And}, think black Germans have a kind of split relationship to that, 
it's very ambivalent. Perhaps we would have been killed had we lived at the time. 
On the other hand, it's part of my history, 1 also have white German grandparents. 
My grandfather was in the SA. He was kicked out at some point because he 
misbehaved in some way or other, not because he was not in line with them 



politically. He defilnitely was a Nazi, at least a Nazi supporter. And my 
grandmother also trimmed her sails to the wind This was not a/amily a/resisters, 
not at all. " 
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Mira continued by explaining that she saw he:rse]f as implicated in this history and as sharing the 

historical guilt that remains; however, as all other Germans of her generation, she could not change 

this history: "1 can only try to do my share today so that it will never happen again. Awareness, 

that is my responsibility. And also to know about Jewish identity and Jewish life, to know about 

what has been eradicated ./rom this country. '" Mira identified the Holocaust as the historical guilt 

that she cannot opt out of. She made it clear that she considered Jews to have been the primary 

victims of National Socialism. Even though she might have been persecuted or even killed because 

of her skin color, in relation to Jews, as the group most severely affected by the Nazis' politics of 

racial mass murder, Mira did not position herself on the side of the victims but acknowledged her 

connection to the perpetrat~rs. She had become further aware of that position when she realized 

that she knew very little ab~)Ut Jewish culture and identity today. While she had left the Roman-

Catholic Church and did not identify as a Christian, she saw her ignorance as typical for the 

ChristianJChristian-seculari~ed dominant culture in Germany. She described feeling guilty for her 

ignorance and wondered if that was the kind offeeling white women seemed to have in relation to 

black women, "like, you got to be very careful, as ifwalking over eggs. " 

Karina, also Afro-German, put forward a perspective that differed from Mira's in so far as 

she did not point to any ambivalences in her relation to the Nazi past and situated herself 

exclusively in continuity with the perpetrators.7 As mentioned before, Karina had lived in the GDR 

7 In contrast to Mira, t<arina was a practicing Christian. Also, Mira had much more contact with 
other Afro-Germans and black~people in Germany, through social relations and political work, than had 
Karina, who described "the jaCft that 1 am mostly the only Afro-German among lots oj white people" as 
particularly decisive in her life: It is possible that these differences in their life worlds relate to the differences 
in their views on the Nazi past.: However, I am hesitant to consider these differences in their lives as 
explanatory of their different attitudes towards the legacy of Nazism and the Holocaust. While they might be 
relevant to their views, my disqussion is not focused on explaining how and why my interview partners 
arrived at their particular unde~standing of this legacy, but rather on how their views of the past relate to their 
attitudes towards German identlity. 
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until she moved to West Germany in 1988. She came to talk about the legacy of National Socialism 

when I asked her in what ways she had experienced the two societies as different. 

Karina: "Well, thelie was quite a difference. In the GDR, which was also a white 
society, being German was mostly framed as, 'we are the better Germans, ' you 
know, 'we are the (}!nes who resisted the Nazis. The murderers, the fascists, they 
are all in the FRG. ' Of course, that was not true, but it was in people's heads. In 
my head as well. In school we were told: 'We Germans in the GDR, we are 
progressive, we are committed to the fight for equality and justice, to solidarity 
with the oppressed !peoples of the world. ' That's what I learned. But that did not 
quite go together w~th my experience, with my classmates calling me 'Negro doll' 
[Negerpuppej or 'stupid Negro cunt' fblOde Negevotzej, among other things. But 
I was always struggling to resist these attempts at excluding me. I wanted to 
belong. And so, beqause I could not solve that identity problem, I had an 
investment in thinking that these were just aftw exceptions, that the majority of the 
people in the GDRfelt solidarity with the peoples of the world and liked people of 
color. That was ond of the big lies with which I lived. Because these people could 
call me 'Negerpuppe, ' could kick me down the stairs and nobody cared. ... And 
when I came here tn 1988, it was not talked about at all. There was this 
speechlessness, noblody seemed to want to talk about what this history meant for 
them or what it me~nt to be German. Even at the university where I studied 
theology. When the ~ssue o.fNational Socialism came up, it was all about the 
churches, how did the churches act during that time, what was good or bad about 
that. Always on this~more abstract levd Nobody dared to say: 'But what about us? 
This happened not l1ery long ago, it alw has an effect on us. ' Nobody said that. It 
was kind of shadowy, nothing you would talk about. " 

Karina found the di:ffferent ways in which the history of National Socialism was dealt with 

in the respective former German states equally inadequate. Each was marked by evasion and 

denial. She pointed out the hMJocrisy in the official rhetoric of the GDR by contrasting it with her 

own experience of racism and the fact that this racism was tolerated in spite ofGDR doctrine. In 

West Germany, Karina was stunned by the predominant silence over the NS history. Rather then 

seeing themselves as the 'be~er Germans,' the people she encountered there tended to not see 

themselves as Germans at aIlI: "When I said something like, 'how do we as Germans deal with 

that?' people responded by s'aying: 'Why German? I don't think of myself as German, I am a 

European. ' I got the impression that I was totally conservative because I thought of myself as 

German. "Karina saw this avtoidance ofan idel1ltification with Germany as a result of unresolved 

feelings about National Socia:lism. She also thought of it as an avoidance of responsibility: 



"You have to accept this as your own history in order to come to a constructive 
position. And you cannot work through that by looking at it only on an abstract 
level. These were npt abstract crimes, they were committed by individual people. 
That's the level on :which you have to come to terms with it. And then you can think 
about your own behaviors, how you want to act or not act. That's my responsibility 
today. And if we cOI,uld arrive at a more open and direct way of dealing with this 
history, maybe we tould begin to come to terms with the fact that we are German 
without all this shame, which is not constructive at all. You have to understand 
your own history in order to understand how it is connected with that of others. In 
our church, people are very interested in Jewish-Christian dialogue. And there is 
the question: Whatidoes it mean to belong on the side of the perpetrators? And 
what does that mean in relation to the victims?" 
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Karina situated herself unambiguously on the side of the perpetrators. Her experience of 

not being perceived as 'one'ofthem' by many members of this group because of her skin color did 

not affect that positioning. To her, being denied recognition as a German on behalf of white 

Germans and feeling associated with the perpetrator group as a Christian German were two 

separate issues: "Just because I have suffered discrimination myself does not mean that I know the 

suffering of others. I can look at my own experience, and it might help me to understand something 

about the experience of others. But you also have to see where your experience differs from that of 

others. " At no point in the i1;lterview did Karina refer to the persecution of people of color under 

National Socialism. She might not have known about these victims of Nazism, or, if she did know 

about them, she did not establish a link between them and herself. While Mira's sense of 

connectedness to the NS history was ambivalent since she recognized ties to both perpetrators and 

victims, Karina saw herself txclusively in continuity with the perpetrators. 

The different ways ih which Mira and Karina positioned themselves in relation to German 

history correspond to how they framed their sense of Germanness. Both women had experienced 

reluctance on the part of rnajprity-Germans to accept them as Germans because their skin color 

markd them as 'other' and situated them outside of the dominant conception of Germanness. They 

responded to this refusal of affirmation as Gerrnans in different ways, though. 

Karina described how difficult it had heen for her to come to terms with the fact that she 
, 

was of color: "I had internal'ized this notion that German equals white and so I split myself off 
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from the fact that I am of cOlor. " Only in her twenties did she begin to acknowledge that "this is 

part of me, I cannot deny it.: It took a lot of tears, a lot of pain, but at some point I realized that I do 

not have to feel shame for it, that I do belong too, not only the others. " She explained that she had 

finally arrived at a sense of being Gennan that included her color. May other Gennans show 

reluctance to recognize her ~s one of them, she laid claim to belonging in spite of that. At several 

times during the interview, Karina spoke in terms of "We Germans ... " and did so deliberately. She 

also spoke in tenns of 'we' when discussing the Nazi past and the issue of responsibility for it. She 

saw the crimes committed ~y Gennans as an inheritance she shared with other Gennans, as part of 

her Gennanness. In situating herself unambiguously in relation to that history, she also claimed an 

unambiguous sense of being Gennan, despite the fact that she was perceived as outside of the 

national nonn. 

Mira spoke of her Gennan identity and her black identity as integrated and separated at the 

same time. How meaningfid each of her plural identifications was to her in a particular situation 

was contingent on context. She described fluctuations in her sense of identity as a Gennan. In some 

respects, she felt herself to be "very German, "meaning that she saw herself as profoundly shaped 

by Gennan culture and society. Yet, her identification with Germans as a collective was not as 

straightforward and compre~ensive as Karina's. This was evident in hm\" Mira responded to racist 

crimes committed by majority-Germans (see previous chapter) as well as in how she situated 

herself with regard to NS hiStory, to which she related not just as a Christian-socialized Gennan but 

also as a person of color. 

MiIjana was another woman who described herself as relating to the Nazi past in more than 

one way. She was born in Yl!Igoslavia in 1953 to a Serbian father and a mother who belonged to the 

German minority in Yugoslatvia. After the war, her maternal family members had been expelled 

from their land and had to live in camps and work as forced laborers. In 1948 they were allowed to 

leave for Germany. MiIjana's mother stayed on, though, and married MiIjana's father. MiIjana 
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lived in Belgrade until the *ge of six when, after the death of her mother, she and her sister moved 

to Germany to live with their maternal relatives. Yet, her connection to her father remained strong 

and with that her sense of donnectedness to Yugoslavia. MiIjana did not remember ever having 

been discriminated against because of her Yugoslavian background, which she thinks was due to 

the fact that she was fluent [n German and wa.s not visibly different from the majority. But she 

remembered people talkingl in pejorative terms a.bout Yugoslavia: 

"One of my teachers always said, 'the poor child is from the Eastern block, from 
behind the Iron Curtain. 1 didn't get what she meant by that. 1 was strongly 
identified with my father and therefore never felt that it was something negative to 
be Yugoslavian. Th~y never managed to devalue that country in my eyes. " 

Her father had fought on the side of the partisans during W orId War II, for which she was 

proud: "Being Yugoslav in general was a source of pride, because they had been on the right side 

in the war. 1 knew that froni an early age. Although my German fami£v was always bitching about 

the partisans. But that just teinforced my sense of pride. " MiIjana explained that she never wanted 

to belong to or identify widi the German minority in Yugoslavia; she thought they were a "terrible 

bunch. "Her maternal uncles had been members of the SS, for which she felt shame: "But that 

shame transformed itselfinto rejection. 1 didn't want to have anything to do with them. "Her 

German family members were constantly talking about the past, about their fate as expellees, their 

own suffering: 

"1 guess that's the Same in most families of exiles. They talked about it all the time: 
the camps, the crue(ties. the forced labor, how they had been treated unjustly. And, 
you know, for me it 'was a simple issue. 1 said, they collaborated with the faSCist so 
everything that happened to them served them just right. 1 was pretty merciless. 
But today 1 think th41t this also served me to distance myself from all that, to not let 
the suffering and pqin get to close to me. " 

MiIjana saw that m~y of her German peers were troubled by a sense of guilt or shame in 

relation to the Nazi past. Bu~ the distance she felt to her German relatives and her identification 

with her father and Yugoslavia prevented her from sharing such feelings. As a teenager, she began 

to be politically active in leftist circles: "You know, it was that 68er16ger thing. At that time, 1 was 

very proud to be Yugoslavian. Yugoslavia was the only country that tried to do its own thing, 
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neither Stalinism nor capitalism. " MiIjana fellt good about her association with Yugoslavia and 

downplayed her German h~ritage: "And all around me people were starting to think about 

Germany and fascism and developed these feelings of guilt. And I could keep that away from me, at 

least for some time. " 

Meanwhile, MiIjana explained, she had certainly become German in a cultural sense, 

having lived in Germany most of her life. She had been socialized in Germany and felt much more 

comfortable speaking in German than in Serbo-Croatian. Yet, she did not really feel rooted in 

Germany, and she was also if acing various disadvantages because she was not a German citizen, 

which reinforced her sense ofnot belonging entirely. She had applied for German citizenship when 

she was a teenager, although mostly for pragmatic reasons rather than to affirm a sense of 

Germanness. Because of her leftist political involvement she was denied citizenship, even though 

her maternal relatives had all become German citizens by then. Her mother had taken on Yugoslav 

citizenship when she married MiIjana's father, but MiIjana should still have been able to lay claim 

to German citizenship as she fulfilled the ethnic criterion, which the German citizenship law is 

based on. She filed a legal challenge against the decision to deny her citizenship and lost: "It was 

disgusting. These laws were ;Pretty much the same as under National Socialism. The same 

language, you know, terms like 'worthy of being German. 'And I was certified that I wasn't 

worthy. " MiIjana did not pursue the issue any further until the beginning of the war in Bosnia. 

Mirjana: "That war rffected me profoundly. I was absolutely terrified to see how 
these people were falling upon each other, how the country was breaking apart. 
And my Yugoslavian, identity was suddenly up in the air, too. Myfather was total£v 
injected with this Sel(bian nationalism, which made our relationship with each 
other very difficult. 1 could not accept this national pride at all, that's not mine. 
Although I also foel bad for the Serbs, who are so isolated now. " 

She applied for German citizenship again and finally got it. Because of the civil war 

situation, she did not have tOigive up her Yugoslav citizenship, although German citizenship law 

does not usually allow the holding of dual citiz1enship. Yet, she would have had to pay the 

Yugoslav government a fee in order to be expatriated, and so she was able to argue that she did not 
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want to support the warring government and, therefore, could keep her Yugoslav citizenship. She 

explained that she had never wanted to give up this citizenship, she would rather have done without 

the German one. However,. this attitude changed with the war: "That Yugoslav passport no longer 

has the value it used to have for me. " 

At that time, the history from which she had tried to distance herself also crept up on her 

again. The ethnic conflicts :and civil wars in Yugoslavia caused her to confront herself anew with 

her maternal family's history: 

"All of a sudden, my ties to this German minority came up for me again, although 
1 had totally reject~d them before. For one thing, this Serbian nationalism kind of 
uprooted me, becG'lf.se that's not where my place is. So that made me think about 
my other roots, matle me look at them again. And then 1 also began to look at their 
history in a different way. That experience of being expelled, of being refugees, all 
that began to toucJ2 me in a way it had not touched me before. 1 no longer looked 
at it simply as som¢thing they deserved as collaborators. " 

Mirjana no longer felt the need to distance herself from her relatives so as to make a 

statement against their involvement with the Nazis. She realized that her former stance had also 

been a way of avoiding quektions of guilt and responsibility that she could not resolve. Having 

come to see the political deu:isions she made fiDr herself as much more important than her ethnic or 

national background, Mirjal!1a was less reluctant to confront herself with this part of her family and 

its history. She saw no reason to assume guilt for her relatives· actions and attitudes since she was 

now measuring herself by her own political engagement. ··which IS hosed on very different 

premises and pursues differr;nt goals. " From that position, she no longer needed to judge them and 

could even allow herself to empathize with their painful experiences. 

Mirjana did not ref~r to notions of colilective guilt or responsibility in relation to National 

Socialism and the Holocaust as aspects of her sense of being German. She could not situate herself 

in a broad and singular continuity with this history in the way most majority-German women did, 

but rather had to work through the tensions that existed between her diametrically opposed family 

ties. On the one hand, her relation to Yugoslavia through her Serbian father had allowed her to feel 

a connection to those who had been on the 'right side' in this history, to those who where victims 



of and fought against Nazism. Yet, this identification had become troubled by the recent wars in 

the former Yugoslavia and particularly Serbian nationalism, which she felt alienated by. On the 
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other hand, she began to acknowledge her ties to the German minority in Yugoslavia, which meant 

that she needed to confront herself with their c:ollaboration with the Nazis as well as with what they 

suffered as a result of it. 8 Blit she did so as an individual, not as a German. Her political identity 

had become more relevant to how she confronted this legacy than her national association(s). 

The interview with Dilek was one of the very few interviews in which I first introduced the 

issue of National Socialism. ,When Dilek told me about what she associated with Germanness, she 

did not mention this history ithat was so centrall to most of the other women in that regard. I asked 

her whether National Social~sm was something that came to her mind when she thought about 

Germany or Germanness. DHek replied that she was more focused on the here and now, although 

she was interested in looking at the present in light of the past and wondered about the extent to 

which the social and ideologiical conditions that enabled the rise of Nazism were still existing 

today. She told me that Nati<imal Socialism was not central to her own sense of being German. She 

had thought about it more in terms of what it means for Turks in Germany and for Germans of 

Turkish heritage: 

8 Several more womeIJI mentioned that they had relatives who had been expelled from their homes 
after World War ll. Most ofthePt had lived east of1he Oder-Neisse line, an area that became Polish territory 
after 1945 according to the Potsdam Agreement between the Allies. However, most of these women only 
touched on this part of their family history in passing. When I asked them about it, several women explained 
that they did not know how to come to terms with that part of their family history. They saw the e}.-periences 
of the refugees as a direct resul~ of the German crimes and, therefore, found it difficult to empathize with 
their relatives' fate. They were <lIso opposed to the politics of the lobby claiming to represent the expellees, 
which refuses to accept the Oder-Neisse line as the Eastern border of Germany and demands restitution of 
former property rights and compensation payments from Poland and the Czech Republic. Not wanting to 
support such revisionist and rev~chist claims, which tend to ignore the sequence of events that led to the 
e}.-pulsions, these women found iit very difficult to deal with that history. As Luci put it: "It is a taboo topic. 1 
don't know how 1 should deal w~th it, although 1 think 1 should work towards finding a way. It's just that ... 
it's so difficult to talk about it. 1(he people who do talk about it are revanchists, and if you don '( want to be 
revanchist, you don't talk about! it. " Most women explained that they found it difficult to talk with their 
relatives about their e}.-periences because they did not agree with their views. As a result, they stopped 
addressing these issues with their relatives and, for most women, this also meant that they stopped addressing 
these experiences altogether. 



"National Socialisfrz and Turks, that was a topic for me from earZv on. As a child. I 
often heard these jdkes, you know, the baseline is that what the Jews were back 
then, the Turks are 'today. The jokes have not changed, only the Jews were 
replaced by the Turks. And these are things... in a way that pushes me on the side 
of the victims. It ma,kes me identifY with the victims. I know that I would not be on 
the side of the perp~trators. No matter if I wanted that or not, I would not have the 
chance to be on thar side. lfthere were to be a National Socialist or faSCist regime 
today, there is no wkry I would be on the side of the perpetrators. I would be among 
those they would wa,nt to get rid off If that would happen again, I would most 
likely be on the side; of the victims. " 

Dilek noted that her majority-German friends approached the issue from the side of the 

232 

perpetrators: "They identifY Iwith the perpetrators, and that makes them aggressive, they foel guilt. 

Whereas Ifeel sad more than anything." Rela1ing to this history the way majority-Germans did 

was out of the question for her: "To do so, you would have to foellike you are really one of them. 

But I always knew that I could never have such a solid sense of being part of that. I was always 

Signaled that I am different. It doesn't matter whether I think I am different or not, I will never 

belong in that way. " Therefore, it made no sense for Dilek to look at the Nazis' crimes and pursuit 

of genocide as a legacy or inheritance she shan~d as well. It seemed more obvious for her to 

identify with the victims. However, she also pointed out that such an identification was flawed or 

spurious in so far as her position and experience was not the same as that of the victims of Nazism: 

"When I meet somebody who is Jewish. 1 feel a sense of solidarity. But I cannot 
say that Ifeel entireiJY uninhibited. I might think, 'why did they come back to 
Germany? I would n~ver come back to this country. 'But then I realize that this is 
total crap. I mean, I pm here, and I will never really belong. And if there would 
ever be a regime like that again, 1 would not be in a very comfortable position 
myself. So what am ~ doing here? Of course they should live here if that's what 
they want. There are! also nice things about this country, not to mention the 
comforts of living in a rich country like Germany. But I would certainly not feel 
like I belong with th~former perpetrators. I would rather feel a sense of solidarity, 
something like, 'hey, :we are in same boat. 'Although that's not realZv true. What 
happened to the Jews is a completeZv different story than what 's happening to us 
today. In that regard" it would be rather in..'1ppropriate to say, 'hey, we are in the 
same boat, ' because their experience with Germany was so much more worse than 
anything we experienced. " 

Even though, earlier in the interview, Dilek had explained that she felt more distance to 

Turkish communities in Gernilany than to mainstream German society, in this context, she 
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identified with Turks in Gerinany rather than with majority-Germans. She referred to a common 

experience she shared with people of Turkish origin living in Germany, which was a particular 

experience and could not be :considered the same as that of other minorities, especially that of 

Jewish people under Nation",l Socialism and today. To some extent, she had internalized a view 

that is held by many majority-Germans, according to which Jews are somewhat of an 'oddity' in 

Germany and which is expressed in questions such as, 'Why did they stay or come back?' or 'How 

can they live here?' However, Dilek recognized that this view defines as a Jewish issue or problem 

what is really a problem of German society: the failure from 1945 onward to make a radical break 

with the structures and ideologies of National Socialism and to confront this legacy in ways that 

would allow for the creation lof a society in which Jews, and not only them but anybody, could feel 

safe and at home. 

Although Dilek coul~ not, and did not want to, identify with majority-Germans in every 

regard, she still claimed a Gdrman identity for herself: "1 grew up here, 1 live here, this is also my 

country. I'm not like what you might call the 'norm' here, but 1 am also German." For Dilek, 

coming to terms with being q-erman was not about coming to terms with the legacy of the Nazi 

perpetrators, and even less aijout claiming responsibility for it; it was a question of struggling 

against attempts to define her as an outsider and of creating a notion of Germanness in which there 

was room for herself. 

Niko grew up and livred in West Germany before she moved to the East a few years ago. 

When we started the interview, Niko introduced herself by way of telling me about her family 

history: 

"My mother was a European Jew; although she had a German passport, she was a 
European Jew, with *oots in France and Austria. My father's roots are African­
American and Cherokee. My grandmother is full-blood Cherokee. This full-blood 
and half-blood stuff, that's not how 1 look at it, that's not our culture, but that's 
how people say it. And 1 am born out of my mother's resistance, her personal 
resistance against th4zt which was waiting for her, the denial of her history and her 
roots. '.' 
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Most ofNiko's male relatives on her mother's side had been killed in concentration camps. 

Her grandmother had managed to save her five daughters and herself through acquiring forged 

papers declaring them to be "Aryans'. 

Niko: "She beat he,., daughters until they forgot their real name, forgot who they 
were, what the Sab/J,ath was and the most holy day, all the holy days. That's how 
she got them through. My mother was the youngest daughter and was put into a 
Catholic convent. That's where she survived the last years, but they also screwed 
her up there. But sh~ kept her inner resistance alive. And she did not want to have 
children who could become part of something like that, who could be fascist. If 1 
were white, maybe j, would have had the chance to make it easy for myself, to go 
along with it and sh~ut 'Heil Hitler. ' But 1 can't. 1 am not white and still 1 have to 
be German, and 1 say this with a sense of irony. But for my mother 1 was a planned 
child, a wanted chilJi. Can you imagine that? She was 17 and she knew exactly 
what she wanted. And that was not easy in 1957, to be with a black man. He was a 
soldier stationed in Germany and lived with us at first. Then he was sent to 
Vietnam as cannon fodder. That's where he died. " 

Niko pointed that out that, unlike many other Afro-Germans of her generatioIl, she had the 

chance to get to know her father and to learn from him about African-American history, culture, 

and spirituality: "He gave m~ power and rituals, taught me about my roots. " She did not learn 

about her Jewish roots until she was 13 years old. Her mother had mostly kept silent about her 

family history: "She often suj(ered from depression and trepidation. There were all these losses 

and repressed memories. And then, on that one day, she finally tells me that we are Jewish. " Niko 

described this as a very dramatic moment: 

"The way she said it! was not spectacular at all. 1 almost overheard it. But then it 
hit me right in the h~art. 1 turned my force to her and she began to cry, she 
dissolved in tears. A~d 1 said to her, 'What are we? '. And she said it again, 'We 
are Jews. ' Well. so tJrzat was it. 1 did not have a problem with being something, 1 
had always been something else than the people around me. And now she told me 
we were Jews. Now ~here was an identity that connected me with mother. She 
passed it on to me, dnd that's when she opened herself up, and all these tears and 
losses came out, and she really broke down under that. So she also passed that 
burden on to me. But she also gave me the gift of my roots and a new sense of 
connection to her, to: my mother who also looked different than me. Well, 1 am a 
Sephardi and she is tIm Ashkenazi, even the Jews make distinctions. But we are 
both Jews. " 

Niko encouraged her' mother to remember as much as she could about Jewish. traditions 

and rituals. Her mother had lost most of her memories of these, and so Niko looked for information 
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in books. While Niko wantdd to practice Jewish rituals with her mother, her mother was hesitant: 

"That fear was still in her. She felt uncomfortable, she said, 'No, we cannot sing these songs here, 

what if the neighbors will h~ar us. 'She was still in hiding, stillfeeling she had to hide in order to 

save her life. That's the first thing 1 learned about being Jewish. " 

Niko spoke of stemining from several traditions that had almost been destroyed and were 

still marked by the continuimg struggle ofliving in the face of that devastation. She said: "1 don't 

care about the numbers, 1 d~n 't care ifit were this many or that many millions of victims. 1 like 

uneven numbers, Jews like ~neven numbers. )';ou cannot sum up these lives in even numbers. " Niko 

rejected the 'even numbers' !because they rob the victims of their individuality and aim at 

containing the destruction in terms that cannot really capture it. They also cannot capture what it 

means to live with this history. Niko further spoke about the invisibility of people of color within 

renderings of German histOIlY: 

"They are not documented. The Jewish victims are documented. They had their 
triangle. There was 'the pink triangle, the green triangle, and so forth. But the 
African diaspora ha(J no triangle. Still" there were many people of color who 
disappeared toward: the concentration camps. This history of people of color in 
Germany is erasedJrom offiCial memory. Who knows about them? Who knows 
about the people of lJ.frican origin whO' lived here even before World War 1, and 
the children of African soldiers which the French had stationed at the Rhine after 
World War 1?" 

Niko established a lihk between this history of near annihilation of various groups of 

people who were once part of German society and the fact that their history is missing from public 

memorY. She also looked at her own experience of being designated a place outside ofGermanness - , 

in the context of this destruction and subsequent amnesia: "1 look in the mirror and I know 1 am not 

supposed to exist, 1 don't fit ~nto what Germanness was supposed to be. 1 am not white, 1 am a Jew, 

but. still. 1 am here, 1 exist, and 1 am also German. " She explained that the plain fact of her 

existence was unsettling to many majority-Gennans, because it was evidence of another Germany 

that once existed and continuied to exist: 

"You know, 1 am a provocation. People see me and tell me, 'Go back to where you 
came from!' But thatl's where 1 am. Yet. there is no country for people like me. For 



me, identity means tb know every day, every minute, who 1 am, what my roots are. 
Whereas white Ger"'ans might say that they don't want to be German, 1 know that 
1 am German. 1 knoll( my history. And it 's a part of German history. 1 am a part of 
that, whether they like it or not. " 

Niko talked about thb harmful effects that living in a racist society like Germany has on 
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many people of color. Yet, she had never seriously considered leaving the country. Her staying was 

also a political statement: 

"1 won't make it that easy for them. 1 am staying and by doing so 1 am confronting 
them with themselves. 1 am not the problem. It's them who are the problem. 1 just 
remind them of that. : Though, sometimes 1 have thought, we should all leave, leave 
them alone. 1 wonder what would happen. Because, really, they can't stand others 
because they can 't s~and themselves. But 1 think that would be a pity for Germany. 
In many ways, it is aivery beautiful country. 1 can appreciate that. You know, 1 
think people like me 'might be the best thing that can happen to this country. 
[Laughs] 1 can love tt without having to destroy it, the way it tried to destroy me. 1 
am bringing somethihg back home to Germany. If people weren't so stupid, they 
could see what a grept chance it is that there are Germans like me. " 

Niko never used the term 'victim' in speaking about herself or her family, but rather 

referred to a tradition of resistance. She also taliked about being German in proactive terms, as 

something she chose: "It's a bhoice you make. 1 could have gone another way. But 1 didn't. And 1 

like it. 1 mean, there are many ways of living that identity. And while all these Germans look away 

and don't want that identity, j didn't run away from it." She spoke of this choice in terms of 

resistance and in terms oftaIdng responsibility. She was claiming her history and that of her 

ancestors as part of German Jiistory and she was claiming Germanness in order to take 

responsibility for who she wals and where she was at: 

"Here is where 1 have to do my work, and it's important work. 1 do it for myself 
and 1 do it for us. Be4ause this 'us' exists. Just look at how many children of color 
there are in Germany now. My work is also for them. If there can be peace, 1 have 
to make it here. To ~Jt out of it is not the answer to my question. If there can be an 
answer, 1 have to find, it here. " 

Feeling rooted in a cqrnmunity of people of color in Germany, Niko was not oriented 

towards the dominant group alnd culture as her frame of reference. In asserting a subject position as 

a German while drawing on tI[aditions that the Nazis had sought to eradicate from Germannness, 

and which are still excluded from the dominant perception of Germanness in the present, she was 
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defining German identity for herself on her o\"n terms. Still, in doing so, she was also making an 

offer to other Germans or tolGerman soci.ety - that of bringing "something back home to 

Germany, " as well as the offer of her love for the country that was, in contrast to that of others, 

non-destructive and open fot connection. 

Concluding remarks 

In concluding this clilapter, I do not attl~mpt to synthesize the diversity of experiences and 

opinions that have been presented. If any overall conclusion can be drawn, it is that there is no 

unified or singular history which these women can be supposed to share, nor can their various 

experiences and views be categorized in neat types and moulded into a clear pattern of historical 

memory, consciousness, and! experience. How these women interpreted their relationship to the 

past differs significantly andlis marked or accentuated by their various and intersecting social 

locations. However, these fadors alone cannot account for the particular views and attitudes 

individual women put forward. In reflecting on the past, they were also negotiating their sense of 

belonging or not-belonging tp particular collectives. From women's accounts of how their 

understanding of the past and their own relationship to it had changed throughout their lives 

emerges a picture of historic~l consciousness and identity as a process in which social locations, 

socially transmitted memories, personal experiences, and political outlooks and commitments are 

continuously reinterpreted an;d reformulated. And individuals engage in such processes in relation 

to multiple and sometimes shiifting frames of reference, for example, in relation to their state of 

citizenship, to their families, to the people within their social environments as well as people 

outside of it, to notions of collective identities, ,and in relation to reflecting on who they are as a 

person. 

Few of these women I wanted to leave 'the past,' that is National Socialism and the 

Holocaust, behind or considered it as no longer relevant to their present lives. Most of them 

understood themselves and their lives to be related to and shaped by this past. Their engagement 
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with it was coupled to their :making sense of the present. Their interpretations of the past had an 

impact on their perspective on the present and events in the present influenced how they looked at 

the past. What and how they remembered as wen as how they positioned themselves in relation to 

the legacy, or rather to different legacies, of the Nazi past varied considerably. ill attending to their 

different views, my main interest has been in how their perspectives on the past relate to their 

understanding of German id~ntity. As could be seen, crucial to individual women's conceptions of 

the relationship between the! Nazi past and their own position and identity as Germans was the 

question of the particular coptinuity or legacy in which they saw themselves as situated and how 

they interpreted this legacy 1n terms of its significance and implications in the present. A review of 

and commentary on these inferpretations will be the starting point of the following and final 

chapter of this thesis, which I will pull together and further discuss the points that have been made in 

this and the previous chapter concerning the issue of locational politics as it was inherent or 

developed in my interview ~artners' reflection:s. 



Chapter 5 

The (dis )comforts of belonging 

In concluding this thesis with a review of the kinds oflocational politics the women I 

interviewed formulated in relation to various aspects of their national association, I dlo not intend to 

judge these in moral or oth~r terms; my purpose is to consider them in terms of the notions of 

Germanness they presume pr propose and what possibilities for connection across difference they 

open up. The following discussion is, of course, based on my subjective reading of their statements 

and not a disengaged analysis of the views pr,esented in this thesis. It should not be read as an 

'expert evaluation,' but as my personal suggestion of what are some of the things that can be 

learned from bringing into communication their different experiences and perspectives. The 

discussion takes as its startilng point the different interpretations of the legacy of Nazism presented 

in the previous chapter. 

Many of my interview partners' reflections on the history of National Socialism and the 

Holocaust and its meaningsl in the present resonate with the public debates in Germany that are 

centered around this issue. Central to them was the question of whether and how this legacy can or 

should be integrated into a collective and/or individual self-awareness as Germans. Particularly 

people who are descendents of the perpetrator group at large are faced with a legacy that is 

troublesome, to say the leas~, and which disturbs ]projects of establishing a positive sense of 

German national identity. ~embers of the conservative to extreme right spectrum of German 

society have thus often sought to downplay or even deny the crimes and their significance in 

seeking to recover an affiIlIj.ative concept of the German nation. Members of the New Left, of the 

feminist movement, and others among the more left-leaning parts of the population have 

sometimes pursued the opposite strategy, namely the disassociation from Germanness and, with 

that, from the Nazi past. However, as has been discussed in previous chapters, this strategy does 
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not solve the psychic or emotional conflicts which underlie it, and it hinders a critical confrontation 

with the past and its reverl!>eration in the present. 

Most of the majority-German women I interviewed saw a need to recognize and 

acknowledge the history of National Socialis:m and the Holocaust as their own history. They 

interpreted this legacy in t¢rms of guilt and/or responsibility. For some of them, accepting guilt for 

the past was a moral or pohtical statement. In a context where this guilt has mostly been denied and 

not worked through, they tbok it on in opposition to this denial. However, to the extent that guilt is 

understood as handed dow and collective, it can have an incapacitating effect, hinder a working 

through, and perpetuate th¢ 'moral confusion' Hannah Arendt described (see chapter 4). When 

conceived of as collective,iguilt becomes rather abstract and almost unresolvable. Such an 

understanding of guilt, Rommelspacher (1 995c) states, distracts from a critical examination of the 

actual circumstances in wHich this guilt originates and the extent to which the conditions that 

enabled the crimes and atr~cities are still effective in the present. It also distracts from an 

examination of actual actiqns and failures to act <committed by oneself and how one as an 

individual deals with the past - the extent to which one might actually be guilty or responsible, not 

for crimes one did not commit, but for being an accomplice in so far as one allowed the 
I 

perpetrators to maintain th¢ silence over and denial of the past and for not confronting revisionist 

and exclusionary practices 'today. Jacoby and Lwanga further raise the question whether majority­

German women embrace this paralyzing notion of guilt "because it serves the desire to remain 

passive." They note that: 

In any case, white ~hristian( -secularized) women speak much more often of guilt 
than responsibility, and they hear guilt when Jewish women and women of other 
minorities talk ab?~t respo?si~ility. Again and agai?, .the alternatives ~r~ redu~ed 
to either "born guI~ty," WhICh IS so close to the ChristIan concept of ongmal sm, or 
the status offemal¢ and/or late birth (which serves to fend off feelings of guilt) 
(1990:1 03; transla~ion: A.K.). 

Beyond feeding into a sense of powerlessness, they argue, this summoning of guilt raises 

its carriers above critique; jt "poses as moral greatness while it remains a form of self-gratification, 
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as it excuses one's own impotence as a cog in the works of the mean world" (1990:102). They see 

it as a defense strategy tha~ serves to make oneself incontestable (ibid.). 

In my view, JacobY's and Lwanga's :ana]ysis appears to presume that taking on such guilt 

is an entirely conscious pr6cess, a strategic dl;:cision. Those women among my interview partners 

who professed to such feelings of guilt often mentioned having had these from their childhood 

onwards. Hence, I think that a view of such guilt as strategic misses important aspects of how and 

why people develop such ~eelings and the extent to which this process might not have been subject 

to their conscious control. Bowever, my purpose here is not to speculate about tlhe extent to which 

Jacoby's and Lwanga's asslessment applies to my interview partners. Rather, it is relevant to take 

notice of the problems with' this way of relating to the Nazi past that Jacoby and Lwanga as well as 

Rommelspacher point out and to recognize these as a potential inherent in this attitude. To the 

extent that such an attitude idoes have a paralyzing element and does serve to make oneself 

incontestable, it is likely tolkeep one from acting against traces or parallels of the past in the 

present as well as to stand in the way of connl;:cting with people who are differently situated in 

relation to the legacy ofNa!z:ism. Understood as a 'national guilt,' it further implies a reification of 

the concept of nation and t~nds to 'ethnisize' this concept, as, for instance, Jewish Germans or 

Germans with a backgroun~ of migration cannot reasonably be expected to share such feelings. 

The last observatiop. also applies to the notion of collccti \ c or national responsibility. It 

also often remains rather aqstract, and its evocation is well-worn after it appeared in so many 

public speeches as not much more than an empty phrase. Nevertheless. as mentioned in the 

previous chapter, some of~y interview partners ',,'ere seeking to give it concrete meaning by 

translating it into political ~ractices. The problem remains, though, that the pursuit of such 

practices in the name of being 'responsible' Germans, as the general notion ofa collective 'special 

responsibility as Germans,' implies or producl;:s an exclusionary concept of Germanness. It is 

centered on the legacy of th~ perpetrator group and thus evokes the ethnic definition of 

Germanness that the Nazis radicalized in their laws, politics, and the violent persecution of those 
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defined as alien. This exch!J.sion might not be the purpose of taking on responsibility in such terms, 

but it is an effect - at least lin so far as one accepts that people who do not stand in the same 

relationship to this history as the perpetrator group and their descendents cannot be expected to see 

this responsibility as essential to their sense of being German (even though some might chose to do 

so). If one does not accept tthis and expects alll Germans, no matter their background, to embrace 

the perpetrators' legacy as ~eirs, one posits as normative the collective memory and the sensibility 

of the perpetrators and their descendents, which has a similar exclusionary effect. In this case, it is 

not persons who are exclu4ed but their particular experiences and perspectives. I have argued in 

this thesis that, in order to ~void such exclusions and 'ethnification' of Germanness, descendents of 

the perpetrator group at large need to find ways of adldressing this legacy and dealing with it 

responsibly which include the acknowledgement that not all people who consider themselves 

Germans stand in the same I continuity as they do as well as a critical awareness of their own 

dominant status in German!society today. 

In summary, as a pplitics of location, the notion of collective responsibility 'as Germans' 

tends to reproduce or affiIm the dominant notion of who belongs and the boundaries set up around 

it. Further down in this chapter I address ways in which this identity politics can obstruct effective 

coalition work. For now I would like to leave it at calling this a 'closed' politics oflocation and 

turn to the question ofwhati could be an 'open' politics oflocation. 

Some of the majority-Germans among the women I interviewed approached the legacy of 

Nazism not in terms of how it could or should be integrated into a collective identity as Germans 

but in terms of how they were personally entangled with it, in terms of how the past is still active in 

the present, in society as well as within themsdves, and in terms of how they as individuals act in 

relation to this legacy. This iincluded considering how they were positioned in German society as 

majority-Germans. But, rather than making that location definitive of how they engaged with the 

past, they were focused on developing individual strategies of dealing with it. They saw a need to 

come to terms with and work through whatever unresolved feelings they were harboring in relation 
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to the Nazi past in order tol be able to become more effective political actors and allies in coalition 

work. The issue of responsibility was not approached by them in abstract terms and towards the 

end of restoring a positive ~ense of Germanness; they rather interpreted it as a personal challenge to 

which they responded by seeking to establish political identities and practices that would allow 

them to take on responsibility in constructive ways. Thus, there was room for movement, change, 

and ambiguity in how they: understood the meanings of their location, as they negotiated these in 

relation to their personal p@litics. Their understanding of the past and their own relationship to it 

also remained open, since ~ey saw confronting themselves with it as an ongoing task to which 

there could be no end-point. 

Such a politics of lbcation, I would suggest, allows for the development of an 

understanding ofthe past that neither seeks to 'master' or 'overcome' the past nor to make it 

definitive of the present, bt).t which can serve as a bridge between past and present. The legacy of 

the perpetrators is then not Isomething that determines who one is, but it is something one lives with 

and chooses to act upon in particular ways. This lIillderstanding also allows for an 'open,' rather 

than 'closed,' kind ofmembry work, in which memories that are not part of the dominant collective 

memory can be drawn upoljl in challenging th,e authority of those memories which pose as 

normative. Such a practice pf remembrance would not seek to recover a singular, unified history 

and with that an integrated and settled identity. It would seek knowledge about multiple intertwined 

histories, which could be eipployed towards reflecting critically on the present and to call into 

question dominant discoursles and defmitions of Germanness. 

Of course, social d~fferences are not overcome by seeking to break through the 'cordon 

sanitaire' of memory and td embrace the memories of those who take up different positions than 

oneself. But such a memo!), practice could be a step towards 'imagining' community beyond 

differences. Allowing other: memories to challienge one's own could be taken as an opportunity to 

rethink who one takes ones¢lfto be, to reconsider one's frame of reference, and to reconceive of 

where one wants to be and ~iVith whom. Others' memories then need not be perceived as a threat to 
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oneself - as when majority-Gennan women feel vulnerable and open to attack in contact with 

Jewish women - but could be perceived as an offer, which, when accepted, could en.able a more 

complex understanding oflthe social and historical context in which one is situated and also a more 

complex perspective on one's own location and options of acting in relation to it. 

Niko was making ~uch an offer to majority-Germans. Rather than seeing her as a 

'provocation,' as she unsettled their notion of Germanness, she suggested that: "If people weren't 

so stupid, they could see w,hat a great chance it is that there are Germans like me. " They could see 

that there are "many ways ,of living that identjty. " Luci' s reflection on the 'imagined community' 

from which she sought to ~istance herself resonates with Niko's words. Luci realized that this had 

only included majority-Gehnans, that she wanted to disassociate herself from an image that did not 

reflect a more complex re~lity. Similarly, Laura found that she had to "rethink a lot of things" she 

had taken for granted abouit Germanness whm she "realized that [her Jewish girlfriend} also saw 

herself as German. " In opi;ning up their view of what being German means or can mean, these 

women could "make peac4" (an expression both of them used) with their national association. 

They no longer saw the meanings of this association as predetermined; the issue rather was what 

they themselves made oftl:\.at association. Furthermore, at the same time as both women began to 

'defreeze' their own imag~s of Germanll1ess and to gain a more flexible or differentiated view of 

their national association, they also stopped distancing themsclvcs from it and accepted to be held 

answerable for their location as majority-Germans. 

It is such a being $swerable for their location that Dilek. Karina, and Niko missed in 
I 

encounters with majority-Germans who disassociate themselves from Germanness. While the 

rationale behind this strategy might be a critical view of the nation, it does not resolve the issue of 

the exclusions through which the nation and the dominant notion of who belongs are constructed. 

Opting out of Germanness does not undo the privilege of being counted in, nor does it change 

anything for those who are I counted out. It might rather have to be seen as a privilege in itself, as 

those whose status as Gerrrtans is constantly challenged cannot as easily afford to do the same. It 
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seems to be a more viable option for those who do not have much or anything to lose in 'real' 

terms from distancing themselves from their national association. As a politics of location, it is 

self-centered and does not mke into consideration how the conditions of one's own location relate 

to those of other locations. i It rather distracts from these conditions and possibly prevents a critical 

confrontation with them. Niko explained: 

"How am I to wor{c with people who try to conceal who they are or where they are, 
who refose to engt1;ge with where they are at? How am I to work with women, who 
say, 'but we are aIr the same, we don't have any problems with each other'? How 
are they going to dccept the experiences that women like me can contribute, our 
views and strategies, from where? While you white people can hide, I am always 
visible. I cannot refuse to engage with where I am at, I have to keep all this stuff 
together, keep the ralance. I wanted to contribute, wanted us to work together, but 
not under the condition that we are all the same. And that was something they 
[white German fe~inistsJ were not willing to confront. That was outrageous for 
me to make this clqim, which was not even a claim, it was an offir, the offer of my 
contribution. 1 wanted to contribute because I am also part of this. But how can 
they see me for who I am, for my exp~rience, when they deny their own? And they 
deny the possibiliti~s at their hands, possibilities for making a difference. It is so 
much easier for th~m to get at certain things than it is for me. However, they don't 
make use of these qptions because they don't need them. They don't even know that 
they have them. Prpbably because they're always to busy rejecting who they are to 
even think about t~at. To think about what they could do if they would face up to 
where they are at, the possibilities of making use of that. And the denial of that is 
something ... that r¢ally makes me tired." 

Much like Audre Lorde, who noticed that "white German women [ ... ] fail to examine and 

pursue the powers relative to their identity" and thus "waste that power" (l992:viii; see chapter 4), 

Niko suggested that their erasion of a confrontation with the conditions of their location prevents 

them from realizing its pot~ntial. If they really want to dismantle their own privilege, they need to 

start bv recognizing and employing it towards that end. . , 

Several of the majqrity-German women who were seeking to come to terms with the 

"powers relative to their id~ntity" expressed concerns that such recognition could come along with 

the side-effect of essentiald:ing identities and locations and affirming boundaries between them. 

Yet, being answerable for dne' s location does not need to result in its reification. I have discussed 

in this thesis the experience~ and views of a number of women from various backgrounds whose 
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politics of location combiJi1es an acknowledgement of their position within social relations with an 

understanding of locations and identities as not natural and given but constructed, ambiguous, and 

malleable. I have also sho}vn that many women's politics oflocation did not represent a unified 

whole but was situational and shifting. For instance, Dilek positioned herself sometimes as a 

(West) German and sometimes as a Turk, depending on specific contexts. In relation to the East 

German woman who join~d her high school class, she felt that she "belonged with the other 

Germans, with the 'normal' Germans so to speak. " In relation to the upsurge of nationalism after 

unification and in relation ~o the history of National Socialism, she identified with Turks in 

Germany. Majority-Germans often shifted from considering national identity as inessential and 

constructed in some regar4s to evoking it in rather fixed or closed terms in others. In the latter 

instances, they frequently (and, so it seems to me, mostly unwittingly) posited Germanness as an 

ethnic category or as intrinsically 'white' by opposing it to other categories such as 'black.' Thus, 

they employed a concept olr Germanness that they otherwise wanted to call into question. I have 

noted that such contradictions in their politics of location seem to relate to a sense that, in certain 

contexts (for instance, in r~lation to the legacy of National Socialism or in relation to racism), it 

was not morally or politica~ly sound to call Germanness into question, since this would possibly 

amount to abstinence from I taking responsibility for one's location. Nevertheless, they then 

affirmed the dominant contept of Germanness and the exclusions it implies as well as reduced 

themselves to that associat10n and others to a different ascribed status. 

It seems to me thatb in order to develop a more 'open' politics oflocation in relation to 

such charged contexts, it is! necessary to start from a more differentiated understanding of location. 

They stepped into these sitlilations not as 'any' Germans, but as white Christian(-socialized) 

Germans and hence also members of the dominant group. What appears to me to be most relevant 

in such situations is not so !much the general fact that they are Germans, but rather such factors as 

race privilege or being a de~cendent of the collective responsible for the Nazi crimes. Taking 

responsibility in these termS, for these particular 10cations, then does not need to go along with 
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reproducing the notion that German equals white and Christian. To pursue an 'open' politics of 

location would also entailidetermining one's: actions in such situations not in terms of seeing 

oneself as a representative of a collective, and possibly aiming at improving the image of that 

collective, but in individual terms. Acting as a representative affirms constructions of 'us' and 

'them,' whereas acting as an individual opens up room for negotiating and redefining the meanings 

of certain collective associations. What becomes more important then is, in Ines's words, "not who 

you are, it's what you do. " Such an individual politics oflocation certainly needs to imply 

awareness of the conditions of one's own and other locations, yet it allows to decenter collective 

identities and to make connections based on acknowledging differences without taking them for 

granted. 

Some women desdribed negotiating ambivalences and contradictions in relation to their 

identities and locations as 'part of their everyday life. Niko, in talking about what it means to her to 

be black, Jewish, and GentIan, said: "It '8 not like there are no contradictions there, but they are 

only contradictions if you let them. You choose what you make of them. Or, to put it differently, for 

me it is not a contradiction to have contradictions. You just need to be able to live that. " Mira 

talked about fluctuations in her sense of idenltity, since her plural identifications acquired different 
, 

meanings in different contexts. For herself, oscillating between multiple identities or subject 

positions was a simple fad of life; it was only problematic in so far as her environment made it into 

a problem by expecting her to position herself unambiguously in relation to either/or choices. But 

she no longer gave in to such views that required her to "separate [her} different parts. " Instead, 

she thought that "people just have to learn to deal with the fact that human beings are many things, 

many different things. " Sirlrilarly, Dilek rejected to be viewed as 'sitting between chairs' or 'stuck 

between worlds.' She was far from having an identity crisis; it was rather the majority culture 

whose classificatory system was thrown into crisis by how she conceived of herself Her sense of 

identity was "neither strict~y German nor strictly Turkish [. . .} it's based on the two sources, but 



it's something new. " Dileki was not concerned with defining it in fixed terms: "It's diffuse, it 

changes, you cannot capture it with labels. " She explained: 

"People constant("'I( insinuate that 1 suffer from this dynamism and diffusion, that 1 
suffer from havingitwo cultures. That 1 am actually quite fine with that, that 1 can 
negotiate and reco'ncile them, carry several things with me, they don't see that 
because it doesn't fit into their picture. And when 1 have a white German woman 
in front of me, she hlso has different sides. And 1 would find it more honest of her if 
she dealt with these, with all of them. Including her Germanness, because that is 
always there, 1 can usually detect that fairly easily. But 1 am not being granted that 
1 can be German. lJecause the structures of German ness don 'f allow that. lfthis 
Germany would alfow me to be a German like 1 am, with my differences, maybe 
then these different;es between us would no longer matter all that much. Because 
then our difference'ri could come together in something, they would not be in 
competition, and w~ would not need to define them all the time. " 
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Many majority-Gdlllan women seemed to find it considerably more difficult to deal with 

ambiguity and contradictioils than Dilek, Mira, and Niko, among others, described for themselves. 

Mira saw it as a typically Western attitude to ,always distinguish and categorize and to set 

categories in opposition to each other. Based on what I have discussed in the previous chapter, I 

would suggest that the widcispread lack of ability on the part of majority-Germans to tolerate and 

live with ambiguity and contradictions might ,also have to be seen in relationship to the legacy of 

Nazism and the moral void ithat resulted from the denial and repression of guilt and responsibility. I 

have addressed how certain! binaries such as good/bad, right/wrong, and victim/perpetrator have 

become immensely charged in that context. Several of my interview partners pointed out that they 

saw a desire among majoritJY-Germans to conceive of themselves as on the 'right' or 'correct' side 

as a powerful force in femirhst politics, and one that often has problematic effects and is an 

impediment to constructive iwork. For instance, Pia and Anka referred to how it can result in 

dogmatism and aggressive/defensive attitudes, prevent exchange, and lead to stagnation and splits. 

Karina described how the ~hite women she worked with dealt with their fear of "the idea that they 

could be perpetrators in some way" by turning the tables, assuming the role of victims, and making 

Karina the perpetrator, "the I bad one, "accusil1lg her of stirring strife. Mira made a similar 



249 

observation in talking abo~t the superficial ways in which white feminists have taken on the issue 

of racism: 

"During the end of the '80s or early 90s, it was suddenly 'in' to deal with racism. 
But nothing muchlhas changed It's always the same discussion,for ten years now. 
Always white wOn1en who don't want to understand the positions of black women, 
who get defenSive land think that black women are arrogant and separate 
themselves. For tHem, dealing with racism is a compulsory exercise, but they don't 
seem to really getiit. They don't want to be on the side of the perpetrators, they feel 
attacked all the tiire. But that's it, when they constantly take everything a black 
woman says as a lfersonal attack on themselves, they are assuming that 
perpetrator role f~r themselves. And they think they can solve that by talking a bit 
about raCism, but 'otherwise it's business as usual. " 

Luci addressed the issue of ''foar of being a perpetrator" from the perspective ofa 

majority-German woman Who had to deal with such fear herself: 

"This fear, this tniuma, that's a German trauma. And 1 have to learn how to deal 
with that in a gooq way, not to deny that it is there, but not to let it overwhelm 
myself either. So t~at 1 can be open. 1 think people often withdraw from contact 
with migrants or bllack Germans because of such fears, because they don't want to 
feel vulnerable. B~t when you don't deal with such feelings, they can turn into 
aggression. Or yozlt think that you are the victim, '1 always get attacked, 1 can 
never make it right for them. ' But then you turn things upside down. Or you take 
on this attitude, azl migrants are saints, and you cannot criticize them. So you are 
always nice, no matter what. Which is also crap, because you need not agree with 
everything a migrAnt says or does just because the person is a migrant. But in 
order to take respqnsibility for your behaviors you have to deal with why you 
behave in such ana such ways. And how do you then respond if someone says you 
behaved in a racist way? Do you excuse yourself, no matter whether you think the 
person is right, do (you break down and cry, do you react aggressive or with 
cynicism - none of these are adequate ways. Maybe you first need to accept that 
things are not alwqys clear-cut, seem different to different people. And also get 
over this thing of jways needing to be on the right side. You should not do things 
just to be able to tftink you are on the right side. Because that doesn't last long, 
that's not sufficient as a substance for politics. " 

Luci went on to explain that she thought the desire to have "ultimate clarity, to ultimate£v 

know what is right or wrong, " could also be an expression oflaziness, "because, when you assume 

that you have made it to th~ right side, you think that you can rest on that and no longer have to be 

responsible for what you ate doing. " Instead, she suggested, she should learn to deal with the fact 

that she "may be a perpetrator in some regards, " but without taking that to mean that she was a 
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bad person; it simply meant that she had work to do. She was hoping that this would allow her "to 

go into confrontations more freely, when 1 have worked through my stuff, to be able to connect 

better and not run away when someone says 1 made a mistake. " Still, she also emphasized that she 

could not risk making mis~es in a reckless fashion and at the expense of others. She had to do her 

own work, rather than letting others point out to her what was problematic about her views and 

behaviors. Nevertheless, ~stead of letting 'jf"ear of failure" limit her and make her withdraw, she 

wanted to arrive at an undierstanding of fai.lure as an opportunity to learn and move on. 

Ines saw laziness or inability to deal with complexity and contradictions at work in what 

she called the "litany ofs~lf-naming, "by which she referred to majority-Gennans' response "to 

the critique put forward by Jewish, black, and migrant women by starting to name themselves as 

. German white non-Jewish I women. " She thought that: 

"This was mostly Just a reflex, a reaction to minority women's claim that they 
should confront thrmselves with the fact that they are a majority. But it did not go 
any further than tJtat. They stopped again after making what was really just a first 
step. And it is som~thing different when a minority comes and names itself, 
because they are ignored otherwise, and when a majority now starts to name itself 
as a form of appeasement, but then they stop there. And 1 always find it somewhat 
suspect when people start every sentmce with '1 am a white German ... 'and so on 
and so forth. Because that in itself really says nothing. That can mean anything 
and nothing. That 'avoids the real issue, which is power. But this naming makes it 
seem like everythi~g is clear now. And then these labels are quickly turned into 
essential things. Aiad 1 think this also has to do with a kind of laziness or inability 
to take a more dif)f!rentiated look at things, to look at things in their complexity 
and also at the contradictions which are alwavs there. However, that's where it 
gets interesting, where you can open things up. " 
Ines pointed out that identity politics is not the same, or does not have the same 

implications and effects, when pursued by minorities than when pursued by a majority. While it is 

employed by minorities to call attention to thle specificities of their situations and to get their issues 

on the agenda, the majoritt s issues and views already dominate the agenda. Gaining self-

consciousness as a majority might be a first step towards changing that situati.on, but in itself it 

does not change the power imbalances. What is really needed is for the majority to gain a critical 

awareness of their dominance and power and to work against it. To that end, Ines considered it not 
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identity needed to be decobstructed. She saw the starting point for such deconstruction of 

apparently self-evident ide:ntities in looking at their complexity and inherent contradictions. Ines 
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explained that, because het family background was diverse in terms of class and religion, she had 

"experienced many contra'dictions during [her} childhood. " Members of her family also had acted 

in different ways during th~ time of National Socialism; some were communists and tried to protest 

against the regime, others were fellow travelers and acted "cowardly. " She thought that: 

"Because of the contradictions I perceived as I grew up, I developed a suspicious 
view on evocatiod of definite and unambiguous identities. Because I have seen 
that identities do n!ot determine how people think and act, and there can also be 
contradictions Wit~in identities and social locations. And that gets lost when 
people situate themselves in static terms. And people begin to treat identities as 
absolute, rather thGn calling them into question. They get caught up in identities. " 

As an example of ~uch 'getting caught up in identities,' Ines referred to a kind of situation 

that many of the majority-(iJermans I interviewed addressed, namely situations in which various 

power relations cross-cut. 4\.lmost of all of thl~m used the specific example of being confronted with 

sexist behavior on the part !of black or migral1lt man. In such situations, they saw themselves as 

being in a position of power, or even "among the perpetrators," in terms of how they, as white 

women, were situated in ra,cist power relatiol1ls. At the same time, in terms of gender relations, they 

saw themselves as in the w~aker position, that of the 'victim.' Many women who described such 

situations explained that th!ey mostly did not criticize sexist behavior on the part of such men out of 

concerns that this could be !racist, or could be seen as racist. Ines thought of this attitude as too 

simplistic: "When you reject to be treated in a sexist manner by a black man, that's not racist in 

and of itself just because you are white. Of course, you need to ask yourself whether the particular 

way in which you reject it might be racist. And ifit is, you need to rethink that. But that is the level 

of thinking and action, not 'of being. " Some women thought that, as they were acting in a larger 

context shaped by racism, any critique they put forward could potentially take on racist meanings, 

whether they intended thes¢ or not. However, Laura pointed out that not being critical of behavior 
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on the part of a black pers(])ll that she would 110t let pass on the part of a white person could in itself 

be racist: "Maybe I am not taking him serious when I think that 1 cannot criticize him. ] am making 

him smaller than he is. And] am not giving him the chance to respond to my critique. ] just assume 

that his reaction would be Inegative. Maybe that is also kind of racist. " Besides possibly being 

racist in itself as well as foreclosing confrontations that could potentially be constructive, this kind 

of identity politics also re~roduces dualisms such as whitelblack or German/migrant, rather than 

opening up avenues of calliing these into question (see chapter 3). People are reduced to their 

locations, as Laura pointed out, which are thus rendered 'closed' or possibly even essential. 

As has been seen in previous chapters, the source of such a 'closed' politics oflocation was 

often women's wish to sholW that there are 'other' Germans, 'better' Germans. Niko and Dilek, 

among others, described drperiences they had in coalition work, which point to problems with such 

an identity politics. Both \\jomen talked about incidents in which white German women, when 

confronted about their racist or ethnocentric attitudes, reacted in aggressive ways and did not 

understand the accusation, because they thought of themselves as 'good' people, as doing the 

'right' thing. Dilek related the following expc::rience: 

"] worked for this project, a service for women refugees who are victims of 
domestic violence. ~nd this project was initiated by all white German women, and 
they also did all tht fundraising and stuff like that. And ... I don't know, well, ] 
think it was a good, thing for them to initiate this, but there was a certain politics in 
that ... They were only supposed to be supporters. They hired migrant women or 
black women to ru~ the project. But they kept ultimate control over everything. We 
had to go to them with everything, we had no right to make our own decisions. And 
so this was a dream that these white German leftist feminists realized for 

I 

themselves. They ctfuld prove that they were the perfect feminists, not just in 
theory, but also in practice. And so they initiated this thing and paid some black 
women do the world, as the ones whose issue it was. But they never questioned their 
own authority, whar they were reproducing in that they assumed total control over 
everything. And wei were not allowed to criticize them, because how could we? 
They were doing s~mething goodfor us .. for our sisters in trouble. And so we could 
not say, 'that's nice, that our sisters have a place to go to, but what you are doing 
is not as great as you think, it's actually real shit. '" 

Dilek continued by i,explaining that she thought these white women never questioned their 

own position in relation to the women they hired and in relation to the women who lUsed the 
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service. In addition: "They never saw the dijTerences between us workers and those between us and 

the women we worked with. And that made the work impossible at some pOint, that they defined 

everything and we had no isay. " She explaim~d that it was not possible for the workers to address 

these issues with the white initiators: 

"They always put Ion this phony 'we understand you '-fa9ade. And we had to be 
really careful not to take the word 'racist' into our mouths, because they were 
always the good o~es in the whole game. When you critiqued them, the first 
reaction was consternation. And you might have thought that maybe this 
consternation could turn into a productive confrontation with the issues. But it 

I 

didn't. It turned into defenSiveness and then total fury and attack. And then there 
was the break-up. " 

In this and other contexts, Dilelk had felt that she was being used by majority-Germans as 

an "object o/their correcmess. "These women tried to prove their 'correctness' by seeking to work 

with her, but they did not 1jreat her as an equal: "And 1 am not allowed to criticize them, because 

they think they are the goo'd ones and they know better than me anyway. " 

Niko had also exphienced situations in which she was used by majority-German feminists 

as an 'object of their correCtness.' 

Niko: "They do th'eir anti racism workshops, because otherwise they wouldn't be 
good feminists, and then they forget about it again. It's just a compulsory exercise. 
Because ... where 4re they know, where are all the white feminists, why don't they 
come to where we 'are? But they don't help women of color by doing compulsory 
exercises. They ju~t do it because they don't want to be who they are. But, rather 
than doing all thes'e exercises, they should deal with who they are. And maybe then 
they could deal Wi~h who we are and not only use us every now and then, when it is 
convenient, you knbw? Every now and then 1 am allowed to be part of something 

I 

so that they can sajV, 'look, we're inclusive, we have foreigner, a migrant here. '" 

Andrea: "So you are called upon as a migrant? " 

Niko: "Well, to them 1 am a migrant, of course. Look at my skin color. " 

Besides describingj how she was being used as a token of inc1usivity, and not being 

recognized for herself, Nikb also pointed to the unquestioned dominance of majority-German 

feminists that Dilek had experienced: 

"What Ifind really: extreme is this control, that these women cannot give up 
control, because thleyalways think that things won't work if they are not in charge. 
And they treat you Vike a little child ~'fyou want to work with them, they have to be 



in charge, and th~y cannot deal with it when you are also dominant and challenge 
them politically ard intellectually. Because they have this conflict: should they 
follow the lead oJrthis brownface? They don't say it, but it's there. And, of course, 
they are the goodlSamaritans, and they want you to constantly thank them. Which 
they really don't Jieserve. All they do is act in a way that they can foel good That's 
the problem, theyidon 't act in a way that you feel good It's about power, 
empowerment, th~ empowerment of the white woman, so that she can work with 
other women witH put having to be afraid that she could lose something there. " 
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In the light ofthe~e experiences arises the question of what are people's motivations and 

goals in the political wor~ they do, particularly for people in socially dominant and privileged 

positions. From how Dile* and Niko described their encounters with majority-German feminists, it 

seems that at least part offb-ese women's agenda was to enhance their own self-esteem, to 

exonerate themselves, andi(or to prove their 'correctness.' They were expecting gratefulness on the 

part of the migrant womeq or women of color with whom they were seeking to work, but their 

contribution was serving cileir own needs more than that of others. 

Writing about coalition work, Sabin~~ Hark (1990) points out that the mere desire to be 

'politically correct' is not im adequate basis for effective work towards social change. She suggests 

that white Christian( -soci~ized) German women, in order to deal constructively witlh the 

challenges posed by coalition work, need to work through repressed aspects of their backgrounds 

and identities, so that they !neither have to deny these nor impose their own views and needs on the 

work with others. Hark prqposes that coalition work needs to be based on political solidarity and 

the recognition of difference, without treating difference as "simply there." The challenge is to 

work "towards the abolition of social inequality and, at the same time, to effect the visibility of 

different ways ofliving" (1990:57; translation: A.K.). Such a "politics of difference," she argues, 

needs to be based on "knowledge of our particular bases or footings [Grundlagen]: By repressing 

our history and simultaneoiIsly hegemonizing our perspective [ ... ] we curtail other 

women'sllesbian's opporWnities to create rooms for themselves (and US) and to fill them with their 
I 

voices (1990:56; emphasis lin the original). 
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When majority-Germans do the work they do (partly) because they want to show 

themselves to be 'good' p~ople, their agenda and needs will most likely conflict with the agenda 

and needs of women in m4rginalized or oppressed positions. Based on Harks' argument as well as 

Dilek's and Niko's observations, it suggests itselfthat they need to be aware of their dominant 

position and come to terms with how their feelings and needs in relation to being majority-German 

affect how they act and re~pond to the actions of others. At the same time as they need to be 

conscious of their location? they should also seek not get 'caught up in identities,' as Ines put it; 

they should avoid reificatibn of these and look for ways of gaining some critical distance to them. 

Several of the women whdse views have been discussed in this thesis have come to a position of 

being answerable for their [ocations while also avoid.ing to treat these as fateful and their meanings 

as fixed by foregrounding political identities and practices. For instance, MiIjana and Laura could 

'make peace' with their associations when they began to judge themselves in terms of their own 

politics rather than their naitional background (see chapter 4). Similarly, Anka, Luci, and Kris, for 

instance, saw as their own responsibility what they made of their national association. This also 

allowed them to avoid fallipg into certain automatisms in relation to being (majority-)German, 

particularly reacting defensive when confronted about it. Pia explained that she was working 

against the impulse to resp~nd to views of her behavior (for example. her way of organizing things) 

as 'typically German' by ~ay of simply denying that this might be so. She rather wanted to take a 

sober look at her own thoughts and actions, see to what extent they are shaped by her having grown 

up in the dominant culture in Germany, and consider ways of modifying these so as to be able to 

work more effectively withl people who have "other ways of doing things." Ines was taking a 

similar approach to this isstlte: 

"If somebody critiO,ized my behavior and called it 'typically German, 'I would 
have to think abou~ it. That doesn't mean that I would have to feel terrible about it. 
I would have to loo~ at what exactly they mean. And perhaps it is a cultural mould 
or perhaps it is jus~ me. And ifit really annoys them, I have to see how important it 
is for me as an indi'/lidual to stick to that or not. But sometimes the issue is really 
something else, sOrlrJething that has nothing to do with nationality. And nationality 
is then used as a tobl in order to make a different case. For instance, I am in this 



international group of gay men and lesbians. And we had this conflict once with 
I 

this guy who made!a lot of sexist comments. He responded to the critique of some 
lesbians by callinglit typically German. So these things are sometimes used to 
silence or to end a bonfrontation. He used it as a 'red card' [as in soccer games} 
and the original iS$ue was off the table. " 
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Ines's observation ~uggests that, beyond acknowledging locations and reflecting on them 

self-critically, it is also necessary to look at how identities or identity attributions are brought into 

play in political projects antl in general, when and how they are evoked and to what ends, what 

'us's and 'them's are constructed and how tht::se then affect relationships and political work. 

To get over the imPiasse that developed in many comers of the feminist movement as a 

result of confrontations over issues of difference and power imbalances, the starting point might 

have to be a turning away ITom absolutizing locations - while establishing all due awareness of 

them - and towards putting imore emphasis on questions of political identities, commitments, and 

practices. Particularly wom~n who take up dominant positions need to be clear about what 

motivates them, what their needs and goals an:, and to what extend these are compatible with the 

needs and goals of women on the other side of unequal social relations. There needs to be a 

conversation about how peqple of different backgrounds can act in political solidarity with each 

other without denying or subsuming differencl~s and divisions in an abstract notion of commonality 

as women or feminists. Ra~er than presuming that differences need to be resolved or overcome in 

order to be able to work together, it might be more productive to embrace a view of political 
I 

communities and movemen~s as necessarily characterized by contradictions and differences and to 

look for ways of connecting I without having to bond in each and every regard. This could allow to 

avoid the all too common tendency to split up over contradictions. Political identities, when 

understood as emerging from ongoing processes of experience, discernment, and action, rather than 

as based on some 'correct' piolitical platform that lis taken to be valid for all times, can 

accommodate contradictions and differences. Chantal Mouffe (1994) points out that we cannot 

overcome the fact that idendty is always based on difference; however, she argues, it does not have 

to be based on permanent exiclusion. The challenge is to conceptualize a relationship between 
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identity and otherness that! defuses the danger of exclusion that results from seeing an 'other' not 

simply as different but as Jiejecting or negating 'my' identity and threatening 'my' existence 

through their otherness from 'me.' The task is not to create an 'us' that would not have a 'them' 

corresponding to it, but ra$.er to stop seeing this 'other' as inevitably a preordained enemy. It is to 

see the 'other' as "a 'coun~erpart' who could be in our place in the future" (1994: 108). 

I conclude with N~ko's view on how to work together across difference and power 

imbalances: 

"What always bugged me about jeminism is this emphasis on being a victim. 1 am 
not a victim. And~at is the responsibility 1 accept. And that is difficult. It's 
difficult to know t t you are also a perpetrator in some regards. But that is what 1 
need to do and wh. t 1 need from other women. 1 need it so that you can be my 
accomplice, so tha~ we can look: what are your issues, what are my issues, how 
can we become allies, how can we make it better. What do you need, what do 1 
need - to talk abo~t that without falling into whining, like, 'you did this to me, ' 
'and you did that t? me. ' Instead, I tell you what it is like for me, what I have, and 
what I need And you listen to me without taking everything personal, if you can do 
that. And you tell ~e what it is like for you, what you have, and what you need 
And 1 listen to you without thinking, 'gee, what a lily-livered [schlapp} story, you 
should walk in my '$hoes for a day. ' 1 take it for what it is. And then we look: where 
can we meet, what do we both need, and how can we get it. Because you have this 
and 1 have that, and we put it together. If we could do that, and treat each other as 
equal, that would ~e it. But it sounds easier than it is. " 

As Niko suggests, ~iVorking together starts from listening to each other and from respecting 

differences. On that basis, she proposes a pragmatic notion of alliances that do not waste their time 

and energy in identifying victims and perpetrators but turn to the question of what can we do for 

and with each other. What ~s needed for that is witllingness to live 'With contradictions and the 

discomforts they create andl a focus on what it is we want to change. 



Appendix 

Profiles of participants 

Anka 

was 37 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized, had studied special needs pedagogy, and worked as a teacher at a special needs school. 

Annika 

was 35 years old, ~ad grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized. She was curr$tly working on a Ph.D. in English and ran a small business. 

Barbara 

was 37 years old, bad grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized, and she worked as assistant professor in a social science department. 

Bianca 

was 36 years old, had grown up and lived in West Gennany. She was white and Christian­

secularized. Shortly before I interviewed her,. she had lost her job as a truck driver and thus was 

currently unemployed. Shei was not entirely dissatisfied with that situation, as it allowed her to 

pursue her development aSI a painter. 

Birgit 

was 37 years old, ~ad grown up and :lived in West Gemlany. She was white and Christian­

secularized, had studied modern languages and psychology, and worked as an educational 

therapist. 

Dilek 

was 27 years old, qad grown up and I'ived in West Germany. She was a daughter of Turkish 

migrants, her parents where Alevis, and she described herself as an atheist. She currently studied 
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towards a combined Master's degree in European ethnology and German literature and worked 

part-time as a sales consultant. 

Elke 
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was 44 years old, ~1ad lived in Southj~ast Asia until she was a teenager and then in West 

Germany. A few years pri<i>r to the interview, she had moved to East Germany. She was white and 

Christian-secularized, had !studied social work/education, and she worked as a social worker with 

youth. 

Ines 

was 37 years old, grew up and lived Jin West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized. She had studiqd social sciences c:Uld law, and she was self-employed and did contract 

work as project manager fQr businesses and women's centers. At the time of the interview, she was 

planning to go back to uni\fersity for a Ph.D. degree in law. 

Isabell 

was 44 years old, Had grown up in thl~ GDR and lived in East Germany. She was white and 

Christian (Protestant), had studied theology, and was an artist. 

Jana 

was 30 years old, h!ad grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized. She was working on a Ph.D. in political science and worked part-time for a women's 

project at her university. 

Julia 

was 55 years old, h~d grown up in the former GDR and lived in East Germany. She was 

white and Christian-secularized. She had studied history and currently worked as project manager 

for a women's center. 

Jutta 

was 52 years old, h~d grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized and worked as a. nurse. 
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Karina 

was 33 years old, had grown up and lived in the GDR until she moved to Vvest Germany in 

the late 1980s, where she still lived. She was Afro-German, a Protestant priest, and currently 

headed a section of the women's department in the Protestant Church. 

Kris 

was 33 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized, had a Master'sl degree in modem languages, and was currently unemployed. 

Laura 

was 27 years old, ~ad grown up in the GDR and lived in East Germany. She was white, 

Christian-secularized, and <±urrently studied towards a diploma in social work/education 

Luci 

was 36 years old, girew up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized. She had studieo education and was also trained in feminist psychodrama. She usually 

worked in the field of adult! education. At the time of the interview, she was unemployed. 

Michi 

was 39 years old, hfid grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized, had studied soaial work/education, and worked as a social worker with people who 

have disabilities. 

Mira 

was 33 years old, had spent her childhood in several countries, but had lived most her life 

in West Germany. She was IAfro-German and Christian-secularized. She had studied modem 

languages and worked as art editor. 



Mirjana 

was 46 years old, had lived the first six years of her life in Belgrade and then in West 

Germany. She was white </lld Christian-secularized and the daughter of a German mother and a 

Serbian father. She workeCl as a lecturer at a university for applied sci.ences. 

Niko 
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was 42 years old, had lived most ofh.er life in West Germany before she moved to East 

Germany a few years prior to the interview. She was Afro-German and Jewish, and she worked as 

an artist and in communitY projects. 

Nadja 

was 26 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized and was curredtly studying towards a diploma in education. She worked part-time at 

the women's bureau ofhei university. 

Pia 

was 34 years old, had grown up and lived in West Germany. She was white and Christian­

secularized, had studied sdcial work/education, and worked for a sexual assault center. 

Sabine 

was 51 years old, Jilad grown up in the GDR and lived in East Germany. She was white and 

Christian-secularized. She Ihad studied sports and history, and, during her life in the GDR, she had 

worked as a trainer and sp<brts teacher for children and youth. Since unification, she was struggling 

with unemployment, interr1upted by short-tenn contract work. 

Sonja 

was 47 years old, had grown up in Siberia and lived in Moscow before she moved to West 

Germany four years prior ~ the interview. She was white, Christian (Catholic), had studied 

electrical engineering, and :worked as a translator. 
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Ursula 

was 59 years old, had grown up in the GDR and lived in East Gennany. She was white and 

Christian (Protestant). Shel had studied theology and had worked as a counselor for the Protestant 

Church for most of her liftl. At the time ofth,e interview, she was working for a women's center. 

Viola 

was 19 years old, had grown up and lived in East Gennany. She was white and Christian­

secularized. She had just finished high school when I interviewed her and was planning to study 

history. She had recently b~gun to work in the context of a 'soziales Jahr' (year spent by a young 

person working for very 10M' wage as a voluIlltary assistant in social services, hospitals, etc.). 

Wiebke 

was 49 years old, ijad grown up and llived in West Gennany. She was white and Christian 

(Protestant). She had studi¢d history and education and worked for a women-assault helpline. 
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