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MAIN POINTS

•  In 1945, Germany lost not only its statehood, its army and part of its terri-
tory but, above all, its moral credibility. The crimes of the Third Reich – the 
Holocaust, total war and the systemic destruction of Europe’s nations – disqual-
ified the nation in the eyes of the world as a civilisational partner. In the post-
war international order, Germany could no longer serve as a standard-setter, 
a role model or a point of reference. Its past became a burden that needed to 
be addressed. Although it quickly regained international significance as a key 
ally of the United States in its confrontation with the USSR, Germany long 
remained a suspect state – not fully transformed and still operating in the 
shadow of a history it had yet to come to terms with.

• Already in the first years after the war, the elites of the Federal Republic 
of Germany understood that any endeavour to rebuild the country had 
to go beyond institutional and economic matters. To regain international 
trust, it would not only be necessary to establish a stable democracy but also to 
thoroughly reshape the national image. West Germany deliberately embarked 
on a project of identity transformation: through modernisation, integration 
with the West, and democratisation – and also through the gradual construction 
of a new narrative about itself. These efforts, undertaken at the intersection 
of politics, culture and education, took the form that today is referred to as 
historical policy.

• The German model of conducting historical policy is now regarded as 
a paradigm: it is effective, consistent and deeply embedded in the state 
institutions, education and culture. It enabled Germany not only to rebuild 
the moral agency it had lost after the Second World War but also to transform 
itself into a tangible force – politically, symbolically and economically.

• This success was built on a narrative of conversion, which holds that the 
greater the evil committed in the past, the greater the potential for redemp-
tion and thus moral reward. The Germans declared they acknowledged their 
crimes, made an effort to come to terms with them, and then demonstrated 
to the world that they were capable not only of transforming their nation 
but also of becoming a model for others and actively promoting values such 
as democracy, human rights and peace. Moral conversion was recognised in 
Germany as the foundation of a new national identity, grounded in a critical 
view of its own history.
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• This moral paradox – that the descendants of perpetrators today enjoy 
a higher moral status than the descendants of their victims, or even of 
the victors – should serve as a warning. If historical policy can so effectively 
shape the image of a state, then its absence or neglect may lead to lasting mar-
ginalisation in the symbolic sphere and, in the longer term, in the political and 
economic spheres as well. This is all the more significant given that, for half 
a century after the war, Poland played almost no role in the global exchange 
of historical narratives.

• Poland cannot afford further neglect. The emergence of new historical de-
bates, prompted by fresh discoveries, research or events such as the war in 
Ukraine, offers the nation an opportunity to assert its own narrative. His-
torical policy is neither a whim nor an act of revanchism – it is a duty of every 
mature state. Just as the state conducts foreign, social and economic policy, it 
must also conduct historical policy. Not as a substitute, but as a complement. 

•  It is time to move beyond the belief that history belongs solely to the past, 
and that commemoration is a matter of emotion rather than one of interest.  
On the contrary: historical policy is applied policy – as instrumental and 
operational as any other. As such, it serves the interests of the community. 
It can build the prestige of the state, explain its national interest, strengthen 
its position in negotiations and shape its international image. Poland has both 
the right and the obligation to speak with its own voice, to demand its own 
memorials – such as a monument in Berlin to the Polish victims of the Nazi 
occupation in Poland – to insist on its place in history textbooks, to remind the 
world that compensation for mass destruction remains an unresolved issue 
and, finally, to shape the memory and awareness of its citizens at home, so 
that they do not need to learn a version of Polish history from museums and 
monuments in other countries, one that is often distorted.
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Introduction

This essay was born out of disagreement – but also out of the need to act. The 
impulse to write was triggered by three conversations or, more precisely, three 
brief interactions in which statements were made that struck at the very heart 
of the debate on remembrance policy, particularly in the context of Poland’s 
relations with Germany. Their impact did not stem from radicalism, but from 
something far more troubling: the confidence with which they were expressed, 
despite their controversial nature. They were presented almost as axioms. 
These were not the words of opponents or the uninformed. On the contrary, 
they came from people who were well-informed, sympathetic and, at times, 
even actively engaged in common initiatives. And perhaps that is precisely why 
these opinions proved so alarming – because they represent a way of thinking 
present within influential political and media circles. They reinforce the belief 
that certain processes in historical policy have already come to an end, that 
there is no room for manoeuvre, and that history – both the factual and the 
narrated one – has already been written.

These claims – circulating in various forms within public debate – can be 
summarised as follows: first, there is no such thing as a German historical 
policy, because anything of this sort would be unhealthy; instead, there are 
countless versions of this policy in Germany, all supposedly ‘non-state’; second, 
Poland has missed the most important historical debates, which means it can 
no longer assert itself in any way other than through the narratives which have 
already been established, and that, for example, the issue of compensation is 
closed; third, the negative image of the Poles as a nation at best indifferent 
to the fate of Jews, or even complicit in the Holocaust, is now entrenched and 
impossible to correct.

Each of these statements reflects a misguided belief – not only factually 
incorrect, but also harmful. Regardless of the intentions behind them, each of 
these views carries the underlying message: ‘nothing can be done’. And if that 
is the case, then why act at all? Why make the effort of building institutions, 
documenting crimes, initiating debates or seeking a place within the European 
(and global) memory? If the narrative has already been formed, then the only 
option we have is to accept its content and our own lack of agency.

This text is an attempt to respond to these questions and claims, whilst 
also representing a firm response to them. Historical policy, if taken seriously, 
does not recognise the concept of an ‘end point’. Every society – supported or 
even encouraged by the state – constantly constructs its own narrative of the 
past, negotiates memory and updates meanings. What is considered a stable 
or established order today may be questioned tomorrow – not only by new 
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historical discoveries, but also by shifts in language, priorities or political 
goals. Historical narratives are not sealed books, but rather battlegrounds 
where meaning is constantly renegotiated.

The structure of this text has been shaped by its main objective – to demon-
strate that German historical policy exists and has tangible consequences, and 
that if Poland wishes to participate meaningfully in the contest over memory, 
it must actively shape its own narrative.

The first part analyses the very concept of ‘historical policy’ in the Ger-
man context – its origins, evolution and status in public and academic debate. 
It shows that this is neither a controversial nor a fleeting term, but rather a tool 
that the academic and political circles in Germany have used with consider-
able awareness and effectiveness for decades. It outlines the key definitions, 
research approaches and conceptual instruments that have emerged around 
Germany’s remembrance policy.

The second part is devoted to analysing the success of Germany’s historical 
policy – primarily through the lens of Michał Łuczewski’s theory.1 It traces the 
successive phases of this policy – from silence and denial, through ‘normali-
sation’, to pride in ‘overcoming history’ – as well as the narratives employed: 
of conversion, ethos and victimhood. It was this long-lasting, consistent and 
well-designed process that enabled Germany not only to rebuild its moral 
standing, but to turn it into symbolic, political and cultural capital.

The third part offers a reflection on the possibilities and limitations. 
It shows that the German model of historical policy – though impressive in 
many respects – cannot simply be replicated by Poland. The Polish nation’s 
experiences, collective memories and identity needs are too different. However, 
this does not mean that Poland can afford to remain passive. On the contrary – 
it must develop its own long-term model for conducting memory policy, one 
that is aligned with its history and present-day realities.

The fourth part of the essay focuses on the present and the future. It demon-
strates that the historical policy pursued by Germany is not a concluded process. 
On the contrary – new debates, new challenges and new memory landscapes 
are taking shape. For instance, the war in Ukraine has triggered a discussion 
about German colonialism in the East, and this may be a moment in which 
Poland – if it is sufficiently active – has a chance to embed its own perspective 
within the broader European discourse.

1	 M. Łuczewski, Kapitał moralny. Polityki historyczne w późnej nowoczesności, Ośrodek Myśli Politycznej, Kraków 2017.
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The concept of historical policy in German public 
and academic debate

For decades, historical policy has been a key subject of scholarly, academic 
and social reflection in German public debate – both in the context of the 
Holocaust and the Second World War, and in relation to the German national 
identity and Germany’s place in Europe. It has also become a distinct area of 
interdisciplinary research, combining history, political science, sociology 
and cultural studies. Many scholars have explored the origins and evolution 
of this concept in Germany2 – the explanation below draws on their analyses 
to briefly outline the essence of this phenomenon.

In the broadest terms, historical policy refers to the way in which the 
past is used to shape national identity, build collective memory and legitimise 
current political actions. As a tool for shaping a communal identity, this policy 
also serves mobilisation and legitimisation functions. It is precisely through 
the selective interpretation of the past that political elites seek to shape the 
public perceptions of who citizens are, what place they occupy in history, and 
what their relations with other states and nations are – or ought to be.

Eckhard Jesse, a political scientist and researcher of extremism and total-
itarianism, identifies two fundamental connotations of the term. In its neutral 
sense, historical policy refers to a reflection on the past aimed at understanding 
the present and the future. In this view, it serves an educational and cultural 
function, building a national identity through the teaching of history and the 
collective commemoration of anniversaries. In its negative sense, it refers 
to the deliberate use of history as a tool of propaganda, manipulation or the 
legitimisation of current political agendas.

Edgar Wolfrum, a historian from Heidelberg University, has argued that 
historical policy is a field of activity in which various actors – from the political 
elites to civil society – engage in shaping historical narratives. In democratic 
states, it is not the exclusive domain of the state institutions – citizens, non-gov-
ernmental organisations, the media and even individual civic initiatives also 
actively participate. The aim is to influence public opinion – through acts of 

2	 See S. Troebst, ‘Geschichtspolitik’, Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, 4 August 2014, docupedia.de; E. Jesse, K. Löw (eds.), Ver-
gangenheitsbewältigung, Berlin 1997; P. Steinbach, ‘Politik mit Geschichte – Geschichtspolitik?’, Bundeszentrale für poli-
tische Bildung, 28. March 2008, bpb.de; E. Wolfrum, Geschichtspolitik in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Der Weg zur bun-
desrepublikanischen Erinnerung 1948–1990, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, Darmstadt 1999. Polish scholars, analysts 
and writers have also produced a substantial body of academic, journalistic and literary work examining Germany’s 
memory policy. See, for example: W. Pięciak, Niemiecka pamięć. Współczesne spory w Niemczech o miejsce III Rzeszy w his-
torii, polityce i tożsamości (1989–2001), Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, Kraków 2002; K. Wóycicki, Niemiecki 
rachunek sumienia. Niemcy wobec przeszłości 1933–1945, Wrocław 2004; J. Rydel, Polityka historyczna w Republice Federalnej 
Niemiec. Zaszłości. Idee. Praktyka, Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu Pedagogicznego, Kraków 2011; A. Wolff-Powęska, 
Pamięć – brzemię i uwolnienie. Niemcy wobec nazistowskiej przeszłości (1945–2010), Zysk i S-ka, Poznań 2011.

https://docupedia.de/zg/Geschichtspolitik
https://www.bpb.de/themen/erinnerung/geschichte-und-erinnerung/39789/politik-mit-geschichte-geschichtspolitik
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legitimisation, mobilisation, politicisation, scandalisation or discrediting. 
Wolfrum places particular emphasis on the role of elites: “Political elites at-
tempt to create traditions, shape memories and build identities. In doing so, 
they employ a range of memory strategies – controversial stagings, integrative 
and disintegrative rituals, and polarising discourses. In short: they practise 
historical policy by means of democracy, thereby exerting a long-term influ-
ence on both political and historical culture”.

Also noteworthy is the contribution of historian and Slavist Stefan Troebst, 
who argues in his work that the term Geschichtspolitik – though historically 
loaded (and often pejorative) – no longer refers solely to attempts to instrumen-
talise the past. In his view, historical policy is not the domain of authoritarian 
regimes, but a dynamic process of social and cultural negotiation. As Troebst 
emphasises, most academic debates overlook the fact that ‘modern’ historical 
policy is not a 20th-century invention or a post-1945 phenomenon, but part of 
a much longer tradition reaching deep into the past. This means that engaging 
in historical policy should not be seen as something exceptional or pathological, 
but as a normal part of how democratic societies function.

Troebst reminds us that practices linked to historical policy existed in 
the early modern period, and even earlier, with examples including forms 
of state celebration, the codification of collective memory and the symbolic 
commemoration employed by European monarchies. Crucially, in his view, 
contemporary historical policy is not solely the domain of state elites – in 
pluralist societies, it plays out on multiple levels, involving the media, educa-
tional institutions, local communities and civic organisations. This means it 
cannot be equated with a single narrative or top-down ideological line. On the 
contrary – in a democracy, historical policy is an area of conflict, competing 
interpretations and disputes over meaning.

Historian Christof Dipper, in his comparative analysis of historical pol-
icies in Europe, identifies three key features common to this phenomenon in 
democratic countries.3 Each of them helps to better understand how historical 
memory shapes contemporary politics, culture and society.

1.  First, historical policy has become an essential element of political prac-
tice across Europe. No modern democratic state can afford to ignore its 
own past – especially in relation to events that have shaped its identity. 
It has become the norm to refer to history – both in public debate and 
in legislation, commemorations or decisions concerning education and 
remembrance.

3	 C. Dipper, ‘Geschichtspolitik im europäischen Vergleich’ [in:] E. Wolfrum (ed.), Geschichtspolitik in Europa seit 1989. 
Deutschland – Frankreich – Polen – Russland – Südosteuropa, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen 2013.
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2. Second, European states use a similar set of tools: the law, museums, mon-
uments, symbols and the justice system. They share the aims of shaping 
the collective memory and educating society. The media – both traditional 
and digital – play a particularly important role in this process, as do major 
film productions and exhibitions.

• The law: many countries, including France, Germany and Poland, have 
passed legislation regulating the issues of historical memory. The French 
lois mémorielles address topics such as colonialism and the Armenian 
genocide. In Poland, the promotion of totalitarian symbols is prohib-
ited; in Germany, as in Poland, Holocaust denial is subject to criminal 
penalties.

• Museums and monuments: in Germany, there are hundreds of memo-
rials dedicated to the Holocaust and the Second World War, intended not 
only to commemorate the victims but also to educate and foster an iden-
tity grounded in responsibility. Similar initiatives are undertaken in 
Poland, France and Italy.

• The justice system: this plays a major role in coming to terms with the 
past – particularly in post-communist countries. In Poland, this role is 
fulfilled in part by the Institute of National Remembrance. In Germany, 
attention should be paid both to the legislation enabling the prosecution 
of war criminals and also to the legal provisions that, for many years, 
allowed them to avoid accountability.4

3. Third, Dipper highlighted the active involvement of historians. They 
participate as researchers, government advisers, contributors to public 
debate and as critics of the instrumentalisation of history. Their engage-
ment in historical policy lends it a scholarly dimension and helps counter 
simplifications.

Dipper demonstrates that historical policy is not merely a tool for rein-
terpreting the past, but also a means of shaping the future. Its form depends 
on the national context, but the set of tools employed – such as the law, re-
membrance institutions and the engagement of historians – creates a common 
European model.

4	 See N. Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik. Die Anfänge der Bundesrepublik und die NS-Vergangenheit, C.H. Beck, München 1996 
(English edition: Adenauer’s Germany and the Nazi Past. The Politics of Amnesty and Integration, Columbia University Press, 
2002). Frei shows how, in the 1950s and 1960s, the dominant strategy was one of ‘integration through amnesty’, and the 
criminal responsibility of those who committed Nazi crimes was systematically limited. This approach culminated in 
the 1968 amendment to the German Code of Criminal Procedure (Strafprozessordnung), which – seemingly technical – 
introduced a 20-year statute of limitations for the prosecution of murder. Although this provision was introduced in 
a completely different legal context, in practice it exempted many of the perpetrators of Nazi crimes from accounta-
bility. Frei highlights how deeply rooted the social and political reluctance was to genuinely confront the past.
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In the German context, the concept of historical policy (Geschichtspoli-
tik) is regarded as a key element in reflecting on the relationship between 
history and the present. It gained particular importance due to the legacy of 
Nazism, the Holocaust and the Second World War, as well as the later division 
of Germany. The term was introduced into public debate by Heinrich August 
Winkler in 1986, during the well-known Historikerstreit – the historians’ dis-
pute – which will be discussed later in this text.5 This dispute, which had both 
academic and political dimensions, centred on the uniqueness of the Holocaust 
and comparisons between Nazism and other totalitarian regimes. It ultimately 
concluded with the widespread acceptance of the position emphasising the 
Holocaust’s unprecedented nature, but also revealed just how ambiguous and 
controversial the very notion of historical policy can be. Criticising Helmut 
Kohl’s attempt to ‘normalise’ history (see below), Winkler warned against it 
being instrumentalised.

The historian and political scientist Peter Steinbach, whom we have already 
mentioned, argued that the Historikerstreit was not merely an academic dis-
pute but had a direct impact on the debate over the German national identity. 
He showed that historical policy can serve as an instrument of ideological 
struggle, influencing how the national narrative and culture of remembrance 
are shaped. In this context, he analysed the debate over the role of the state in 
shaping historical policy within a pluralist society and considered whether, 
and to what extent, the state should engage in the interpretation and com-
memoration of history – particularly with regard to difficult aspects of the 
past, such as the period of National Socialism in Germany.6

The concept of ‘historical policy’ is not the only one used in the debate and 
often appears alongside terms such as ‘memory policy’ (Erinnerungspolitik), 
‘policy on the past’ (Vergangenheitspolitik), or ‘commemoration policy’ (Gedenk-
politik), and at times it is used interchangeably with them. In his comparative 
analysis, Troebst shows that among these terms, it is historical policy that 
has gained the greatest conceptual stability in German scholarship – and it 
should be recognised as the central analytical category. Only Geschichtspolitik 
has developed a durable conceptual and institutional framework, allowing for 
it to be subjected to systematic study and practically applied in public debate.

5	 THe debate that took place in West Germany between 1986 and 1987 involved leading historians and intellectuals, 
including Ernst Nolte, Jürgen Habermas and Heinrich August Winkler. Nolte argued that Nazism was a reaction to 
Bolshevism and should be analysed within a broader context. Habermas firmly rejected this view, emphasising the 
unprecedented nature of the Holocaust. For the classic documentation of this dispute, see R. Augstein (ed.), Historik-
erstreit. Die Dokumentation der Kontroverse um die Einzigartigkeit der nationalsozialistischen Judenvernichtung, Piper, 
München 1987. A selection of texts from the historians’ dispute was also published in Polish: M. Łukasiewicz (ed.), 
Historikerstreit. Spór o miejsce III Rzeszy w historii Niemiec, Aneks, London 1990.

6	 P. Steinbach, ‘Darf der pluralistische Staat ‘Geschichtspolitik’ betreiben? Zu einer Kontroverse der jüngsten Vergan-
genheit’ [in:] E. Jesse, K. Löw (eds.), Vergangenheitsbewältigung, Duncker & Humblot, Berlin 1997, pp. 79–89.
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Therefore, in this text – regardless of whether we use the terms ‘memory 
policy’ or ‘policy on the past’ – the principal category remains ‘historical policy’, 
understood not as a tool of ideological coercion but as a democratic practice 
of reflection on history and its social consequences. In this sense, as Troebst 
suggests, Geschichtspolitik can have both integrative and emancipatory func-
tions – shaping a culture of remembrance through public debate, institutional 
decisions and the social negotiation of the meanings of the past.

It is precisely in the German context – at the intersection of historical 
experience, the need to redefine identity and the active engagement of the 
state – that a model of historical policy has developed which is now regarded 
as one of the most effective and consistent. Its analysis, particularly through 
the lens of Michał Łuczewski’s theory of conversion, will be the focus of the 
following chapters.

The success of German historical policy in the conversion model

The Polish sociologist Michał Łuczewski, in his seminal work Kapitał moralny. 
Polityki historyczne w późnej nowoczesności (Moral Capital, Historical Politics in 
the Late Modern Period),7 presents a view on the origins of the term ‘historical 
policy’ that differs from that of German scholars. According to him, the concept 
was defined and developed in Poland much earlier than in Germany. As early 
as the mid-19th century, the Polish philosopher and educator Bronisław Tren-
towski used it as a terminus technicus in one of his treatises. However, unlike 
other neologisms such as ‘cybernetics’, ‘philosophy of history’ or ‘messianism’, 
it was not included in either the Polish academic lexicon or the broader public 
discourse.

As a result, it was not until the 1980s that the term Geschichtspolitik, pop-
ularised in part by the historians’ dispute, became firmly established in the 
German debate. Łuczewski notes that in Poland, the term ‘historical policy’ 
was not at first used as an analytical category, but as an active, operative 
concept by Dariusz Karłowicz in the late 1990s.8 It did not directly refer to 
a literal translation of Geschichtspolitik, but rather drew on familiar analogies 
rooted in the Polish language, such as foreign policy or cultural policy. From 

7	 THe conversion model and all its implications are described in Chapter II and part of Chapter III, based on the theory 
developed by its author, and are quoted directly from those sections: M. Łuczewski, Kapitał moralny…, op. cit.

8	 Ibid., pp. 211 and 315. Łuczewski describes, among other things, the circles linked to the Warsaw Club of Political Cri-
tique (Warszawski Klub Krytyki Politycznej), founded in 1996 by conservative intellectuals including Tomasz Merta, 
Marek Cichocki, Dariusz Gawin and Dariusz Karłowicz. In their speeches and publications, they sought to present the 
concept of historical policy as being tied to action and exerting influence, while noting that historical policy was the 
Achilles’ heel of Polish foreign policy.
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the outset, it had a proactive character, with the intention not of analysing 
and understanding the world, but of transforming it.

Łuczewski defines historical policy as an official, state-directed prac-
tice aimed at constructing (objectivising), disseminating (externalising) 
and implanting (internalising) representations of the past. This means that 
historical policy involves the actions of memory actors who, through memory 
media, acquire the community’s moral memory capital. This definition allows 
historical policy to be understood not as a structure or a static condition, but 
as a dynamic social process. Łuczewski describes it as the art of storytelling 
aimed at building the moral capital of the community.

1. Fundamental principles of the theory of moral capital
Łuczewski offers a critique of the concept of ‘historical truth’, suggesting that 
every form of historical policy inevitably carries a specific moral message. 
In his view, there are no neutral historical facts – every interpretation serves 
to construct a particular image of past events. As a result, this policy becomes 
a tool for building moral capital through the reconstruction of moral narratives 
about the past – both real and imagined.

Łuczewski compares moral capital to other forms of capital, highlighting 
its potential to create an advantage and dominance over those who either lack 
it or possess only its negative form. The ability to impose one’s own vision of the 
past is a key element in the struggle for this capital; and this requires compet-
ing with other actors who may have already established their own rules and 
have a dominant position. Moral capital does not accumulate on its own – its 
development is a long-term process requiring deliberate action, consistency, 
and the transmission of values across generations.

Łuczewski further argues that the key feature of moral capital is its ability 
to transform into symbolic capital – that is, capital which comes to be seen as 
natural, legitimate and universal. Symbolic capital confers recognition, pres-
tige, respect and dignity upon its bearer and, as such, it can be converted into 
other forms of capital: economic, political and military. According to Łucze-
wski, this very transformation is the essence and objective of historical policy. 
A state that possesses moral capital gains values such as trust, significance, 
reputation and the ability to act from a position of authority.

2. The superiority of the conversion narrative over ethos-based and return-to-
the-origins narratives

In Łuczewski’s theory, moral narratives are the primary resource of mor-
al capital. He identifies three types of these narratives: conversion, re-
turn to origins, and ethos. The German model was built on the narrative of 
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conversion – a conscious break with a criminal past, intended to emphasise 
the moral superiority of the present-day community over its ancestors. After 
bringing about the Holocaust, Germans became viewed as the perpetrators of 
an unimaginable crime and lost all their previously held moral capital. In the 
eyes of the international community, this nation of poets and thinkers (Dichter 
und Denker9 turned into a nation of barbarians and criminals, symbolised by 
formations such as the SS and Gestapo.

Łuczewski cites Karl Jaspers,10 who observed that once the crimes of 
National Socialism were revealed during the Nuremberg Trials (1945–1949), 
the German nation experienced complete political incapacitation and exclu-
sion from the international community. The country was then burdened with 
‘the curse of negative symbolic capital’. German intellectuals described that 
moment in metaphysical terms, such as: ‘moral savagery’, ‘a descent into hell’, 
‘a dreadful eclipse’, ‘a mysterious bond between the German soul and demonism’.

The aim of German historical policy – according to Łuczewski – was to move 
away from the position of perpetrators and adopt a stance of those who take 
responsibility for their actions, which would be achieved through the conver-
sion narrative. Its ethical force lies in the fact that it is based on acknowledging 
guilt, working through it and seeking moral redemption. This narrative traces 
a path from absolute evil to absolute good. Crucially, it does so not in pursuit 
of self-interest but out of a sense of responsibility. The conversion narrative 
makes it possible to portray actions as seemingly altruistic: sacrifice does not 
stem from interest, but from atonement. The German nation presents itself in 
a negative light, but it does so in order to stand with the victims and rebuild its 
moral identity. This kind of approach strengthens the external perception – it 
is difficult to view it as selfish or cynical.11

The other two narratives – the ethos-based narrative (which Łuczewski 
associates with Russia) and the return-to-the-origins narrative (which he sees 
as characteristic of Poland) – focus on heroism, continuity and the suffering of 
one’s own community. Łuczewski argues that, while both also serve to build 
identity, they are neither as universal nor as effective on the international stage 
as the conversion narrative. These narratives are more vulnerable to accusa-
tions of nationalism and are more inward-looking, and thus less persuasive. 

9	 THe phrase emerged at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries, and its popularity grew significantly throughout the 19th 
century. Its origins are linked to the era of German Classicism and Romanticism, when Germany was not yet a unified 
state but was regarded as a centre of culture and humanist thought in Europe. The phrase was soon used as a propa-
ganda tool, emphasising the moral and civilisational superiority of German culture. After 1945, the expression das Volk 
der Dichter und Denker (the nation of poets and thinkers) was sarcastically twisted into das Volk der Richter und Henker 
(the nation of judges and hangmen).

10	 K. Jaspers, ‘Zróżnicowanie niemieckiej winy’ [in:] J. Borejsza, S. Kaszyński (eds.), Po upadku Trzeciej Rzeszy. Niemieccy 
intelektualiści a tradycja narodowa, Czytelnik, Warszawa 1981.

11	 Source: M. Łuczewski, Kapitał moralny…, op. cit., p. 346.
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This is because their protagonists are not repentant former perpetrators, but 
‘our heroes’ and ‘our martyrs’. Ethos-based and return-to-origins narratives 
can also be easily undermined – for example, when heroes are revealed to have 
also been perpetrators, such as when evidence of complicity in the Holocaust 
emerges. In the case of conversion, however, this risk is lower: admitting guilt 
and declaring that it has been worked through pre-empts any accusation.

Łuczewski points to both the paradox of this situation and at the same 
time the strength of the German conversion narrative: the greater the evil 
committed in the past, the greater the good that may accrue to the nation in 
the future. The more dramatic the fall, the more significant the redemption. 
In this perspective, the emphasis on one’s own guilt paradoxically leads to moral 
gain. In this way, what once constituted the German nation’s greatest historical 
burden has been transformed into a source of strength, dignity and prestige.12

According to Łuczewski, the success of German historical policy lies not 
only in the strong moral component of the conversion narrative, but also in 
the fact that it is perceived as a rational, scholarly and critical policy. It is 
reinforced by the authority of academic research and a deeply rooted social 
interest in the past.13 This association with ‘scientific rigour’ gives it an aura of 
objectivity and legitimises it both domestically and internationally.

It should be noted at the outset – though this issue will be explored further – 
that, despite this undeniable success, namely the widespread, global conviction 
that Germany has learned the lessons of history and overcome its past, opposing 
claims are being voiced with increasing frequency. Meaning that, while the 
success is real, it is built on false premises because the reckoning is a myth, 
and in Germany a different myth still prevails: that of collective innocence.

Chapter ‘Against the sin of omission’ of this text will present Samuel Salz-
born’s provocative thesis in detail:14 “Despite all official declarations about the 
successful reckoning with the era of National Socialism in post-war German 
history, the self-critical ‘confrontation with the past’ – in which, as Theodor 
W. Adorno called for, the past is genuinely worked through and its spell broken 

12	 See the study by the European Forum at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem on mutual perceptions between Israel and 
four selected European countries: Germany, France, the United Kingdom and Poland. When asked which countries 
they considered to be friendly towards Israel, Israeli respondents answered: Germany the most – 53%, Poland the least – 
19%. When asked which they viewed as antisemitic: Germany the least at 21%, France the most at 55%, and Poland at 35%. 
As for whether relations with a given country could be described as ‘normal’: 70% responded positively in the case of 
Germany (the highest figure) and 38% in the case of Poland (the lowest). Mutual Perceptions – Israel & Germany, France, 
Great Britain and Poland, European Forum at the Hebrew University, hu-ef-barometer.huji.ac.il.

13	 During earlier high-profile historical debates in Germany, interest in these discussions was largely confined to a nar-
row but influential group – the liberal-left intellectual elite. Today, however, it is increasingly shifting to the right wing 
of the political spectrum, creating the impression that historical policy is now most often discussed by MPs, activists 
and voters of the AfD.

14	 S. Salzborn, Kollektive Unschuld: Die Abwehr der Shoah im deutschen Erinnern [Collective Innocence. The Wish to Repress the 
Shoah in German Collective Memory], Hentrich und Hentrich Verlag, Berlin 2020. Own translation.

https://hu-ef-barometer.huji.ac.il/sites/default/files/hu-ef.barometer/files/barometer_2024.pdf
https://hu-ef-barometer.huji.ac.il/sites/default/files/hu-ef.barometer/files/barometer_2024.pdf


He who tells history, owns the future 25

by clear awareness – took only a rudimentary form. Over the course of several 
decades, society transformed from a community of perpetrators during the 
National Socialist period into a post-war community of memory suppression, 
bound together by antisemitic projections and fantasies of ethnic self-victi-
misation”.

3. The phases of German historical policy according to the theory  
of moral narratives

Łuczewski identifies several distinct phases through which Germany’s his-
torical policy evolved after the Second World War. In the first phase, lasting 
until the 1960s, the dominant strategy was one of denial and silence regard-
ing responsibility for war crimes and the Holocaust. In West Germany, both 
society and the political elite, focused on rebuilding the country during the 
Wirtschaftswunder (economic miracle) and avoided confrontation with the 
past. In East Germany, a narrative was constructed portraying themselves 
as an anti-fascist nation, shifting responsibility for Nazi crimes onto West 
Germany (as discussed later).

In the West, the government of Konrad Adenauer refrained from any 
broad reckoning with Nazi criminals, and many former Nazis held high-rank-
ing positions across various levels of the state administration, entrenching 
a culture of silence. The subject of responsibility was ignored, with the focus 
placed instead on portraying Germans as the victims of Allied bombings and 
expulsions.

A telling example of this attitude was Heinrich Lübke, President of the 
Federal Republic from 1959 to 1969. He concealed his activities during the war, 
when he had worked for an architectural firm15 involved in designing facilities 
for the defence industry, including barracks for concentration camp prisoners, 
using forced labour. Historical research conducted in the 21st century revealed, 
for example, that among 58 senior officials in the Federal President’s Office 
born before 1929, as many as 20 had been members of the Nazi Party, four 
belonged to the SA (Sturmabteilung), and eight to the Hitler Youth.16 The higher 

15	 He was not directly a member of the inner leadership headed by Albert Speer, Minister of Armaments and War Pro-
duction in Nazi Germany, but he worked for the architectural firm Schlempp, which carried out work commissioned by 
Speer, including designs for barracks intended for forced labourers and potential prisoners. The allegations concerned 
his knowledge of, and role in, this process.

16	 At the request of President Frank-Walter Steinmeier, a team of scholars led by historian Norbert Frei analysed the 
terms in office and biographies of the first federal presidents between 1949 and 1994. This research project was not the 
first of its kind. In recent years, for example, both the Federal Foreign Office and the Federal Ministry of Justice have 
also examined their own institutional pasts. The findings are similar across the board. In politics, the judiciary and 
the civil service, former National Socialists returned to positions of authority after the establishment of the Federal 
Republic of Germany in 1949. Source: F. Bohr, ‘Die braune Vergangenheit der einstigen Bundespräsidenten’, Spiegel 
Geschichte, 11 October 2023, spiegel.de.

https://www.spiegel.de/geschichte/bundespraesidenten-wie-die-ersten-amtsinhaber-mit-der-nazi-vergangenheit-umgingen-a-42583a9e-969c-4417-aac9-adf323bf6c27
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the official’s position, the more likely it was that their biography concealed 
some involvement during the Nazi era.

This kind of silence and evasion of responsibility was also present among 
the German public. As early as the 1940s, Karl Jaspers, in his essay on guilt,17 
called for collective conversion, but he held little hope that this wish would 
be fulfilled, believing that Germany was not yet mature enough to accept 
responsibility for its crimes.

Resistance to reckoning was also visible in the approach to memorials. 
Łuczewski cites examples of a policy of silence, such as the history of the 
former concentration camp in Dachau, liberated by American forces in 1945, 
which became a global symbol of Nazi crimes. Images of piles of bodies and 
emaciated prisoners spread around the world, and the American occupation 
authorities decided to turn the site into a space for the re-education of German 
society. Soon after, however, local authorities embarked on efforts to mini-
mise the significance of Dachau as a site of remembrance. There were plans 
to transform the grounds into a work centre for ‘asocial elements’ and a space 
for everyday life. Former barracks were used to house displaced persons from 
the East, and a school, kindergarten and shops were established within the 
camp’s grounds. It was not until 1965, under pressure from international public 
opinion and former prisoners, that an official memorial was established there, 
which served as a stronger impetus for change in Germany’s historical policy.

Its reorientation began in the late 1950s as a result of several processes. 
Crucial among them were judicial proceedings against war criminals, such as 
the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem (1961) and the Frankfurt trials of the 
Auschwitz camp personnel (1963–1965). At the same time, the radicalisation of 
the younger generation within the 1968 movement, along with the broadcast 
of the American miniseries Holocaust in 1979,18 forced society to confront the 
reality of the Shoah. This period also saw the emergence of social movements, 
such as the Action Reconciliation Service for Peace (Aktion Sühnezeichen 
Friedensdienste), which sought to come to terms with the Nazi legacy. These 
efforts were accompanied by political gestures, including the German-led re-
construction of Coventry Cathedral, financial and military support for Israel, 
and the historic act of Chancellor Willy Brandt, who in 1970 knelt before the 
Monument to the Ghetto Heroes in Warsaw.

17	 K. Jaspers, The question of German guilt (translated by E.B. Ashton), Fordham University Press, New York 2000.
18	 THe TV miniseries Holocaust (directed by Marvin J. Chomsky, NBC 1978/79), broadcast in the Federal Republic of Ger-

many in 1979, played a groundbreaking role in raising the collective awareness of Nazi crimes. It was watched by over 
20 million Germans, and its broadcast was accompanied by intense media debate, a surge in reports to prosecutors 
concerning Nazi crimes, and a sudden surge in interest in the Holocaust – including among young people.
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In the 1980s, a Germany led by Chancellor Helmut Kohl made an attempt 
at another shift – a conservative turn (geistig-moralische Wende) aimed at the 
‘normalisation’ of the German identity. Kohl sought to ensure that German 
history would not be defined solely by the trauma of Nazism but would also 
include other aspects of the nation’s past. In one speech to the Bundestag, he 
stated: “We Germans must come to terms with our history, with its grandeur 
and its misery, leaving nothing out and adding nothing. We must take our 
history as it was and is: a central part of Europe’s historical existence at the 
heart of the continent”.19 Another of the chancellor’s phrases, the ‘grace of late 
birth’ (Gnade der späten Geburt), was meant to underscore that younger gener-
ations of Germans bear no responsibility for the crimes of National Socialism, 
but that they also do not have the full right to criticise the older generations.

As a consequence of this policy, initiatives emerged to establish new in-
stitutions, such as the House of History in Bonn and the German Historical 
Museum in Berlin, intended to present the history of the Federal Republic as 
a process of overcoming the crisis. However, this attempt faced strong intel-
lectual and public resistance. Tensions were already high following Ronald 
Reagan’s 1985 visit to the Bitburg cemetery, where soldiers of the Waffen-SS 
were among those buried there. These tensions culminated in the aforemen-
tioned 1986 Historikerstreit (historians’ dispute), during which Jürgen Habermas 
accused Kohl’s supporters of relativising the crimes of National Socialism and 
of attempting to ‘normalise’ German history in order to use it as a foundation 
for constructing a new national identity. Heinrich August Winkler, for his 
part, argued that the only proper conclusion to be drawn from the past was 
the duty of solidarity with the victims of German supremacism – above all, 
the Jews and the Poles.20

A turning point in the shift of German historical policy came with the 
speech delivered by President Richard von Weizsäcker on 8 May 1985, in which 
he described the end of the war as “a day of liberation from the National Social-
ist system of tyranny”. In doing so, he introduced the narrative of conversion, 
aiming to present the collapse of Nazi Germany not only as a catastrophe, but 
also as a turning point that led to the moral revival of the country.

In the 1990s, following the reunification of Germany, a memory policy took 
root in which the Holocaust remained the central point of reference, though 
this did not put an end to public controversy. One example was the heated 
debate in 1998 following a speech by writer Martin Walser, who claimed that 

19	 Source: J.S. Eder, Holocaust Angst: The Federal Republic of Germany and American Holocaust Memory since the 1970s, Oxford 
University Press, p. 31.

20	 See the selection of essays by H.A. Winkler, Auf ewig in Hitlers Schatten? Über die Deutschen und ihre Geschichte, 
C.H. Beck, München 2018.
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Auschwitz was being instrumentalised as a ‘moral cudgel’ against the Germans, 
expressing frustration at the constant reproach over their guilt and the contin-
ual ‘display of their shame’. Ignatz Bubis, then chairman of the Central Council 
of Jews in Germany, called him a ‘spiritual instigator’ and a ‘closet antisemite’. 
Walser’s critics deemed his remarks to be particularly dangerous because he 
was a highly credible figure – the author of essays on the Auschwitz trials, in 
which he wrote that “everyone has their share in Auschwitz” and called for 
that complicity to be examined.21

Despite these tensions, Berlin’s state historical policy entered the 21st 
century with a series of major commemorative initiatives. These included the 
opening of the Jewish Museum in Berlin (2001), a new exhibition at Dachau 
(2003), the permanent exhibition at the German Historical Museum (DHM) in 
Berlin (2006), the reconstruction of the Frauenkirche in Dresden (2005), and 
the unveiling of the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin (2005).

The opening of the latter seemed to indicate that the German ‘wave of 
commemorations’ had reached its peak, and scholars began to believe that 
most of the major remembrance projects had already been completed. Yet 
in 2010, the Topography of Terror museum was opened to the public, and in 
2021, the Documentation Centre of the Displacement, Expulsion, Reconcili-
ation Foundation (a project debated and developed for many years) was also 
inaugurated. According to its original concept, it would function as a Centre 
Against Expulsions.22

Both initiatives confirm the argument that German historical policy 
is enduring. Its functions and objectives do not disappear but evolve in 
response to the current needs of the state. There is no ‘end of history’ to 
be found here – if a new need is defined in Berlin, the political will to im-
plement another memory project is likely to follow. For this reason, there 
remains space for new museums and monuments – both on the mental map 
of the German public and on the geographical map of Berlin and other major 
cities. And this not only applies to projects focused strictly on German history, 
such as the planned Future Centre for German Unity and European Trans-
formation in Halle,23 but also to those that could bring the history of the Nazi 
occupation of Poland into the broader German awareness. At present – after 

21	 Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel, who, like many German intellectuals, took part in this debate, wrote to Walser: “Do you not 
understand that you have opened the door for people who have entirely different political goals and are dangerous in 
a completely different way?”. Source: A. Kwiatkowska, It’s not (only) about Erika Steinbach. Three myths in the German 
discourse on the resettlements, OSW, Warsaw 2010, osw.waw.pl.

22	 For more detail see Ibid., p. 17 and W. Pięciak, Niemiecka pamięć…, op. cit.
23	 THe Future Centre for German Unity and European Transformation (Zukunftszentrum für Deutsche Einheit und Europäis-

che Transformation) will focus on the changes in Germany and Europe after 1989, with particular attention given to 
the East German experience. The chosen location is Halle (Saale). The centre is scheduled to open in 2028, with its 
construction estimated to cost around €200 million.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/point-view/2010-09-01/its-not-only-about-erika-steinbach-three-myths-german-discourse
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/point-view/2010-09-01/its-not-only-about-erika-steinbach-three-myths-german-discourse
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many years of efforts and numerous complications – work is underway on the 
construction of a monument in Berlin to the Polish victims of German occu-
pation, along with the Memorial and Meeting Place with Poland (see chapter 
‘A German house. Controversy over the commemoration of the Polish victims 
of the Second World War’).

In summary, drawing on Łuczewski’s theory, it is possible to iden-
tify elements of all three types of moral narratives within the post-war 
German culture of remembrance and state historical policy. Germany 
gradually moved away from a narrative of denial and silence towards an open 
acknowledgment of guilt, redefining its national identity through the memory 
of the Holocaust. Crucially, the establishment of the conversion narrative in 
such a spectacular form as the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe was 
only possible because it had been preceded by the grounding of an ethos-based 
narrative, represented for example by the House of History of the Federal 
Republic and the German Historical Museum. Only on this foundation could 
a return-to-origins narrative emerge – not just at the local level, but nationally 
and federally – allowing for the commemoration of expulsions, the victims 
of Allied bombings, or the German opponents of Hitler, and for the creation 
of dedicated museums and monuments for these groups. The promotion of 
critical self-reflection became a source of moral capital. Breaking with the 
perpetrators and their actions, and taking the side of the victims, allowed their 
descendants to tell a new story – one framed in terms of strength of character 
and moral transformation.24

Tracing the transformation of these identities by examining memorials, 
Łuczewski points to Buchenwald, Dachau, the Topography of Terror, the Jewish 
Museum and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe as representa-
tions of a German identity as perpetrators or places of confrontation 
with perpetration. Another group of monuments reflects the ethos-based 
narrative – depicting victors and heroes – and includes the rebuilt Frauen-
kirche in Dresden, the House of History of the Federal Republic, the German 
Historical Museum, and, in particular, the German Resistance Memorial 
Centre (Gedenkstätte Deutscher Widerstand).

The latter is a striking example of the evolution of German historical 
policy. Although today it is a key institution, it is important to remember 
that, initially, the memory of the conspirators who carried out the 20 July 
1944 assassination attempt on Hitler was uncomfortable for German society. 
In the 1950s, many Germans saw figures such as Claus von Stauffenberg not 

24	 President Joachim Gauck, speaking at the opening of the Forced Paths exhibition, stated: “By commemorating its own 
victims, a nation today no longer risks falling into nationalism. The awareness of its own guilt of the century now 
forms part of German identity”.
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as heroes but as traitors. Their actions were marginalised, and their families 
were often discriminated against, sometimes even denied the benefits granted 
to the relatives of former Nazis. It was only through generational change and 
a growing culture of critical reflection that this perception began to shift.

This shift made it possible to open the museum in 1968, marking the be-
ginning of public recognition for the German resistance movement, which 
over time even came to be idealised. Today, the exhibition at the Memorial 
Centre documents the full spectrum of opposition to the regime – from military 
conspirators and members of the White Rose group to the clergy and manual 
labourers. By presenting their motivations and sacrifices, the institution 
fulfils a key political function: it symbolically underscores – and arguably 
overstates – the idea that the democratic Federal Republic of Germany is the 
heir to the tradition of the resistance to totalitarianism, not the successor to 
a criminal regime.

The third pillar of German historical policy – viewed through the lens 
of identity – is the identity of victims, represented by sites commemorating the 
crimes of communism, such as the Berlin Wall Memorial, part of the exhibition 
at Buchenwald, or the Documentation Centre of the Displacement, Expulsion, 
Reconciliation Foundation.

It is worth noting, however, that significant shifts are also occurring 
within this category. Victims of the war and the Nazi regime are increasingly 
remembered today as if they were primarily part of German society: German 
women, German Jews, German homosexuals, German members of the resist-
ance, and political opponents.25

4. East German narratives
The reckoning with Nazism in East Germany unfolded in a completely dif-
ferent manner than in the West26 From the very beginning, the East German 
authorities consistently maintained that their state bore no responsibility for 
the crimes of the Third Reich, as it was the heir to the communist resistance 
movement and constituted an ‘anti-fascist’ state. The consequence of this nar-
rative was to fully shift responsibility for the Nazi past onto West Germany, 
which was portrayed as the regime’s true successor, filled with former Nazis 
in high-ranking positions. At the same time, Germans were discouraged from 
taking a deeper reflection on the public support for Nazism, and the issue of 

25	 K.M. Zalewski, The Berlin Republic. Evolution of Germany’s politics of memory and German patriotism, OSW, Warsaw 2009, 
osw.waw.pl; H. Radziejowska, M. Fałkowski, ‘Jak wygląda niemiecka wina i pamięć 85 lat po wybuchu II wojny świa-
towej? Mówi o tym sondaż przeprowadzony właśnie w Niemczech’, Tygodnik Powszechny, 1 September 2024, tygod-
nikpowszechny.pl.

26	 Based on such publications as: J. Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanies, Harvard University Press, 
1997; S. Talabardon, ‘Jüdisches Leben in der DDR’, Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 8 October 2021, bpb.de.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/point-view/2009-08-15/berlin-republic-evolution-germanys-politics-memory-and-german
https://www.tygodnikpowszechny.pl/jak-wyglada-niemiecka-wina-i-pamiec-85-lat-po-wybuchu-ii-wojny-swiatowej-mowi-o-tym-sondaz-188157
https://www.tygodnikpowszechny.pl/jak-wyglada-niemiecka-wina-i-pamiec-85-lat-po-wybuchu-ii-wojny-swiatowej-mowi-o-tym-sondaz-188157
https://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschriften/izpb/juedisches-leben-348/juedisches-leben-348/341615/juedisches-leben-in-der-ddr/
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guilt was played down by claiming that Nazism was an ideology imposed by 
capitalist elites.

Admittedly, a few trials were held against high-ranking Nazis, but large 
segments of society – including rank-and-file members of the Nazi Party and 
officials from the Nazi administration – faced no prosecution unless they were 
deemed to be opponents of the new regime. This enabled the political instru-
mentalisation of memory, in which the only ‘true’ victims of Nazism were 
German communists and other anti-fascist fighters, while what had happened 
to other groups, including the Jews, was marginalised.

The absence of reparations for the Jews highlights East Germany’s politi-
cally expedient handling of memory policy. The memory of the Holocaust was 
systematically marginalised in this country. Museums and monuments focused 
primarily on the German resistance movement, especially on communists 
and socialists imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps. A common practice 
was to portray the Holocaust not as a crime committed by Germans against 
Jews, but as the result of capitalist fascism, which was defeated by the workers’ 
movement. Historical education also largely bypassed the subject or treated it 
selectively – the main emphasis was placed on the anti-fascist struggle waged 
by the communists.

Buchenwald – the concentration camp near Weimar – provides one ex-
ample of the political appropriation of historical memory. After the war, it fell 
within the Soviet occupation zone and later in East Germany. Between 1945 and 
1950, the NKVD transformed it into a Soviet special camp (Speziallager Nr. 2), 
where not only former Nazis (often of lower rank) were held, but also civilians, 
young people and German political opponents of the new regime, many of whom 
had been arbitrarily arrested. A large number died in dire conditions, and the 
subject remained taboo for decades. In 1958, the vast Buchenwald National 
Memorial (Nationale Mahn- und Gedenkstätte Buchenwald) was opened there, 
which – in line with the official narrative – emphasised the role of German 
communists as the main victims of Nazism and leaders of the camp resistance 
movement. In 1990, mass graves of victims of the NKVD special camp were 
discovered there, which sparked a heated debate about Buchenwald serving 
two systems of terror.27 Similar reinterpretations took place at other memorial 
sites, which were turned into symbols of the working class’s struggle against 
fascism, with little reflection on the fate of Jews or other persecuted groups.

It was only in the 1980s that the East German authorities began to grad-
ually modify their approach to memory policy – partly under international 

27	 It was only in the 1990s that the site was reconstructed and a new exhibition concept was developed – one that also 
acknowledged the victims of the communist special camp.
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pressure and partly out of a need to improve the state’s image. Increasingly, 
symbolic gestures were made to acknowledge the Jewish victims of Nazism 
(for example, the 1988 commemoration of the anniversary of Kristallnacht), 
but their significance remained limited. Real steps toward integrating the 
memory of the Holocaust into the national narrative were taken only in the 
final months of the country’s existence and after German reunification. Even 
then, for much of East German society, the dominant point of reference in the 
collective memory remained the struggle against fascism, not German guilt.

After the fall of communism, many East Germans began to see themselves 
as victims – first of Nazism, then of the communist system. As a result, differ-
ences in attitudes toward memory remain visible today between the eastern 
and western parts of Germany. Although contemporary historical policy in 
the unified state is based on the West German model (with all its evolution), 
the legacy of how the past was manipulated in East Germany serves as a re-
minder that German memory policy has never been entirely uniform, and that 
for decades, the east of what is now the Federal Republic of Germany avoided 
coming to terms with the past to the extent this had been undertaken in the 
west. Even today, differences persist, partly due to the varying educational 
policies across the federal states.

The claim to implement the German model

The process of Germany building moral capital is not yet over. For years, we 
have witnessed its historical policy entering a new phase of an ethos-based 
narrative, centred on the claim of a full and internationally recognised reck-
oning with its past. This has enabled Germany to position itself as a moral 
model for other nations, and the approach developed through conversion and 
self-reflection is no longer merely a proposal – it is increasingly being promoted 
as a European standard.

In this context, the claim emerges that every nation should follow the 
German path: a path of breaking with a past full of wrongdoing and moving 
towards a future founded on righteousness and moral purification. According 
to Jaspers’ concept,28 no nation is free from guilt, which means that, in principle, 
every country, regardless of its history, can be offered a ‘conversion’. No national 
identity is entirely innocent; it can be assumed that not all members of a given 
nation were victims, and that the majority were likely passive bystanders, 
if not outright perpetrators. A critical reflection on history thus becomes 

28	 K. Jaspers, The question of German guilt…, op. cit.
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an obligation for all – not only for Germans – and the path of conversion is 
presented as a universal solution. More than that, in the face of the absolute 
evil of the Holocaust (which in Germany is regarded as a European negative 
founding myth), it is seen as the only correct stance.

1. Yeti – the myth of ‘European memory’
The universalism of this narrative reinforces Germany’s claim to play a cen-
tral role in the European and global discourse on memory. But that is not the 
whole story. This process also involves the reciprocal legitimisation of German 
standards at the EU level. In this context, Łuczewski quotes the political sci-
entist Claus Leggewie:29 “Although the Europeanisation of German historical 
policy may seem pretentious, the fact remains that antisemitism and fascism 
were pan-European phenomena: the slaughter of the Jews would not have 
been possible without the broad collaboration of European governments and 
citizens”, with the Vichy regime, and the pogroms in Kielce and Jedwabne 
being, for him, the most significant symbols of this.

This narrative is often distorted and used (as discussed in chapter ‘Against 
the sin of omission’ of this text) to create or at least suggest a ‘symmetry of 
guilt’: only a high degree of reflectiveness, critical engagement with one’s own 
past and the identification with the victims make it possible to meet the new 
standard, to which ‘less reflective’ and ‘less critical’ nations must conform. 
Countries like Poland are therefore expected to ‘follow the example’ of the 
German model of coming to terms with the past. The efforts already made by 
the Polish state and society to confront the darker chapters of their history 
are overlooked or marginalised in this process.

The conversion model thus becomes part of the European project of recon-
ciliation and the construction of a shared historical memory. The way in which 
the claim to Europeanise the German model of historical policy functions in 
practice was discussed e.g. in the Sigillum Authenticum podcast30 by the Polish 
historians and experts Dr Dawid Gralik and Dr Adrian Trzos, who analysed the 
controversies surrounding the European Parliament resolution on the Euro-
pean historical consciousness adopted on 17 January 2024. The resolution was 
passed through the ‘own-initiative procedure’, meaning it did not result from 
a general demand but arose at the initiative of a specific individual – German 
MEP Sabine Verheyen from the Christian Democratic Union.

Researchers have pointed out that the resolution is clearly political in 
nature and uses terms that are difficult to define unambiguously, such as 

29	 C. Leggewie, Seven Circles of European Memory, Springer, London & New York 2011, source: M. Łuczewski, Kapitał mo- 
ralny…, op. cit., pp. 346–348.

30	 A. Wójcik, ‘Odcinek 31: Europejska świadomość historyczna?’, Sigillum Authenticum podcast, 22 March 2024, youtube.com.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JrL21Y5FsWQ&list=PL3ZG9heHxDfe5RpR4dV3n4G81JJ3ZvHuE&index=61
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‘pan-European memory’, ‘collective memory’, ‘European historical memory’ or 
‘European identity’. It identifies shared values – including democracy, solidarity 
and freedom – as the foundations of the European historical consciousness. 
The aim of the document is to counter phenomena such as fascism, Nazism, 
Stalinism, colonial thinking, Eurocentrism, antisemitism and anti-Roma 
racism. The text of the resolution refers to the experiences of the 20th century, 
classifying them along an East–West divide: for Western Europe, the reference 
point is the Holocaust and the Nazi regime, while for Eastern Europe, it is 
Stalinism; the fact that it is precisely Stalinism and not communism is likely 
due to the continued presence of communist parties in the European Parlia-
ment. Although the document is not legally binding, it reflects the position 
of the European Parliament, which calls on the European Commission and 
member states to take specific actions – for example, to develop a shared history 
textbook. The accompanying reports already include specific examples, such 
as the Polish-German textbook Europe – Our History.

While the resolution includes a reference to the freedom of teaching and 
academic research, it simultaneously restricts that freedom to the framework 
of values promoted by the European Union. In this context, it is particularly 
concerning that this reference is combined with the claim that there is no 
single, indisputable historical truth that can be defended or monopolised. 
This opens the door to relativism and raises questions about who will decide 
which interpretations of the past still fall within the boundaries of  ‘European 
values’ – and which do not.

Historians rightly ask whether it is even possible to develop a coherent 
European historical memory – particularly in light of the vast differences in 
national experiences, regional tensions, separatist movements and the impact 
of migration. These concerns focus on the creation of a uniform, pan-Europe-
an memory and the potential ‘monopolisation’ of interpretations of the key 
events of the 20th century. This may lead to member states’ sovereignty being 
undermined, as they may be forced to align their memory policies with EU 
standards. Many countries, including Poland, have expressed concern that 
the establishment of a single European historical memory could marginalise 
complex and multilayered national experiences that do not fit the dominant 
paradigm.

The vote on the resolution revealed clear political divisions: the left and 
centre voted in favour, while the right voted against it.31 In France, critical 
voices emerged, warning of an attempt to replace national history with a Euro-
pean narrative. In Poland – despite the resolution’s potential consequences – it 

31	 For details of the vote see Texts adopted – European historical consciousness – Wednesday, 17 January 2024.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2024-0030_EN.html
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passed with almost no public reaction. This, in turn, exposes the weakness of 
Poland’s historical policy, which is still used primarily for internal political 
battles rather than to actively shape European memory narratives.32

Germany’s self-presentation as the ‘moral leader of Europe’ and the uni-
versalisation of historical memory carry significant risks. First, the European 
memory model promoted by Germany presents it as the country that has dealt 
with its past the most thoroughly. Furthermore, it sidelines less comfortable 
topics, such as the lack of historical awareness in German society, and avoids 
full responsibility. Second, in relation to Central and Eastern European states, 
the German narrative often takes on a didactic tone. Countries such as Poland 
are encouraged (or instructed) to follow the German path – despite having 
entirely different historical experiences. This blurs specific responsibilities 
and relativises the past. The Holocaust was a crime against humanity, and it 
must not be forgotten that it was organised and carried out by a specific state 
against a specific nation, among them Polish citizens.

2. The German model does not work for Poland
Germany’s historical policy, as a paradigmatic model of reflection on the 
past is one rooted in a deep sense of responsibility for crimes and in the 
promotion of democratic values; and it can indeed serve as an important 
source of inspiration. However, even German scholars themselves point to 
the limitations of applying this model universally. Germany has a unique 
history – not only as the perpetrator of one of the greatest crimes of the 
20th century, but also as a nation marked by division and later reunification. 
This particular historical experience makes the German model difficult to 
transplant onto countries that do not share a comparable past. In the case of 
nations that were themselves the victims of aggression or colonialism, the 
dominant narrative is more likely to focus on suffering rather than perpe-
tration. Blindly applying the German model in such contexts is usually either 
impossible or simply harmful.

Furthermore, it is essential to combat the unfounded narrative, often 
promoted by radicals, that insists on a supposed ‘symmetry of guilt’ and on 
the necessity of going through a process of Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming 
to terms with the past) in the German style. The only way to oppose this is 
through an active resistance to attempts to equate Germany’s guilt with that of 
any other nation. It was Germany – as a state and as a society – that failed the 
test of humanity, by planning and carrying out the industrial annihilation of 

32	 THis topic is frequently raised in articles by Estera Flieger, for example, here: ‘Polityka historyczna. Bolesna lekcja od 
Niemiec’, Plus Minus, 5 July 2024, rp.pl/plus-minus.

https://www.rp.pl/plus-minus/art40766201-polityka-historyczna-bolesna-lekcja-od-niemiec
https://www.rp.pl/plus-minus/art40766201-polityka-historyczna-bolesna-lekcja-od-niemiec
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Jews and other nations. Without Germany’s actions, the Holocaust would not 
have been possible – either in Western Europe or in the ‘bloodlands’33 – even 
though antisemitism had existed there for centuries. Any manifestation of 
xenophobia and hatred must be condemned. However, equating the Holocaust 
with general antisemitism is an egregious manipulation. So is equating the 
guilt of the main perpetrators – the architects of genocide – with their helpers, 
regardless of the motives behind their actions. Symmetrical narratives of this 
kind are not only historically inaccurate, they are also deeply immoral.

This does not mean that Poland should avoid addressing the darker chap-
ters of its own history or shirk responsibility. On the contrary – both academic 
debate and political action must make room for reflection on the mistakes, 
crimes and complicity of Polish citizens, regardless of their ethnicity. Rejecting 
the German model simply means that this process must be adapted to a Polish 
context and Polish values.

Examples of this kind of reflection can be found both in the public dis-
course and in specific institutional or scholarly gestures. Among the most 
important are public acknowledgments of Polish co-responsibility for crimes 
committed against Jews – such as the speeches delivered by President Aleksand-
er Kwaśniewski (at Jedwabne in 2001) and President Bronisław Komorowski 
(in 2011). President Lech Kaczyński also played a key role in the maturing of 
Poland’s memory policy. In 2009, he apologised for the annexation of Trans-
Olza Silesia, calling it a ‘sin’; he supported commemorations of the victims of 
the Jedwabne pogrom; and, as mayor of Warsaw, he participated in anniversary 
events, clearly emphasising that historical truth – even when uncomfortable – 
is essential when building a mature national identity.

In the field of academic research, studies on the difficult aspects of the 
past are being systematically developed – among others by the Polish Centre 
for Holocaust Research at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the 
Polish Academy of Sciences (PAN), the Institute of Political Studies at PAN, 
and at many Polish universities. The Institute of National Remembrance (IPN) 
also conducts research projects documenting the crimes committed by Poles 
against Jews, Ukrainians, and Germans, as well as holding debates on Polish 
society’s attitudes toward minorities. These efforts, though often the subject 
of controversy, testify to an ongoing reflection on Poland’s complex and mul-
tidimensional history.

In the educational and civic spheres, several non-governmental organisa-
tions deserve recognition, such as the Jewish Historical Institute Association, 
the Forum for Dialogue Foundation, the “Remembrance, Responsibility and 

33	 T. Snyder, Bloodlands. Europe Between Hitler and Stalin, Basic Books, 2010.
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Future” Foundation, and many others that foster a grassroots remembrance 
culture – by commemorating the sites of atrocities, organising local debates, 
and launching educational initiatives at schools.

Moreover, as a nation that was a victim of both Nazism and Communism, 
Poland cannot adopt the German model without serious consequences for its 
national identity, since it is rooted in the memory of the heroes, the wronged 
and the fallen – not in a break from the past. As Łuczewski argues, rejecting 
this established narrative would deprive Poland of its moral capital. Further-
more, he warns of the danger that a dominant European narrative might 
emerge in which a tragic history ceases to serve an educational purpose and 
is spoken of only as a catastrophe. In a framework of this kind, the only eth-
ically acceptable story would indeed become the story of conversion. States 
that do not adopt this narrative would have significantly fewer chances of 
attaining moral status within the European community. It must not be allowed 
that a ‘processed’ past is simply placed on a shelf – it must remain present as 
a teacher of life.

Against the sin of omission

Let us return to the statements quoted at the beginning of this essay. First, the 
argument presented thus far has clearly demonstrated that the claim 
that a German state historical policy does not exist is a myth. The Fed-
eral Republic of Germany is an active and conscious actor in this field, both 
domestically and internationally.

All commemorative initiatives mentioned in the text – especially the 
memorials, museums and monuments – bear the imprint of German state in-
volvement, even if some of them originated from grassroots social initiatives. 
In fact, any instance where the state is involved – particularly through funding, 
inviting specific researchers to collaborate, or making institutional decisions – 
is equivalent to the implementation of state historical policy. Ultimately, it is 
the state that decides on the shape of the project, the selection of partners and 
the message which will be communicated. Therefore, the importance of the 
political decisions that led to the creation or revitalisation of various memorials 
and other symbolic structures cannot be overstated.

The project to build a monument to the victims of the Nazi occupation 
of Poland, which will be erected in Berlin, is a stark contemporary example 
of the vitality of Germany’s state historical policy. The diplomatic disputes 
over the inscription that is to appear on the monument vividly highlight how 
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important each word can be in Germany’s memory landscape, both politically 
and symbolically.

However, it is worth reiterating a point already made here: although 
West Germany’s policy on history is deeply rooted in political considera-
tions, it has sought to neutralise this dimension by placing the primary 
emphasis on the moral aspect. Therefore, if the German model were to 
serve as an inspiration for Poland, it would be precisely in this sphere, which 
Łuczewski describes as the “paradox of accumulating moral capital”: an ef-
fective historical policy cannot be perceived as political, because that would 
undermine its moral credibility.

The accumulation of moral capital often requires suppressing the political 
and strategic element and placing moral values at the core. Thus, for a state 
initiative in the moral sphere to be effective, the state must suppress this dis-
sonance and ensure that its actions are not perceived as political. An effective 
historical policy must therefore not only be well thought out, but also subtle.34

Secondly, the historical debates initiated and conducted in Germany 
over the past decades which we have already mentioned prove that they 
occur cyclically, in waves, every few years or decades. This debunks the 
myth that it is ‘too late’ for Poland to participate in the most important 
historical debates and that it no longer has a chance to appear in the German 
historical discourse in its preferred way. It is therefore untrue that Poles are 
incapable of making German society aware of the tragic uniqueness of the 
German occupation of Poland or of demanding an adequate and just compen-
sation for this.

In light of current events – especially the consequences of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine – and ongoing research in Germany regarding coming 
to terms with the Nazi past, it is clear that Germany is facing at least two 
more historical debates. Their significance may prove to be groundbreaking, 
comparable to those past moments that once radically reshaped Germany’s 
historical consciousness. These could be debates of the same magnitude as the 
one that redefined the perception and commemoration of 8 May 1945 – what 
used to be a day of defeat and national shame has become a day of liberation, 
or even of victory.

The first of these upcoming debates may lead to a confrontation with 
the myth of a ‘complete reckoning’ with the Nazi past, likely reopening 
difficult topics – including in relations with Poland.

The second will address the issue of confronting Germany’s colonialism 
and imperialism in the east – a process already initiated in the context of the 

34	 M. Łuczewski, Kapitał moralny…, op. cit., pp. 342–343.
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Russian invasion of Ukraine. This includes a revision of the traditional German 
sense of guilt directed exclusively toward Russians and which omits the other 
nations of the former Soviet Union – especially Ukrainians and Belarusians – 
in the context of the Second World War.

Both debates – like earlier ones – may once again reshape or significantly 
broaden historical consciousness in Germany.

1. Samuel Salzborn and the myth of the ‘complete German reckoning’
The critique of their historical policy most painful for Germans – one that could 
spark a new debate – has been presented by scholars such as Samuel Salzborn,35 
who directly challenges the widespread belief in Germany’s full reckoning 
with its past. In his book Kollektive Unschuld: Die Abwehr der Shoah im deutschen 
Erinnern, as well as in various press publications on the topic,36 Salzborn ques-
tions the idea that Germany has truly come to terms with its National Socialist 
past, calling it one of the greatest founding myths of the country’s historical 
policy. In his view, this is a well-functioning myth – deeply rooted in the public 
consciousness but disconnected from actual social processes.

The belief in an independent and conscious reckoning with Nazism is one 
of the main pillars of this myth, although – as Salzborn demonstrates – this 
reckoning was imposed on Germany from the outside, primarily by the Allies. 
In the postwar decades, it was taken up by a narrow group of committed intel-
lectuals – mainly from liberal-left academic and Jewish circles. It was neither 
a widespread phenomenon nor one widely accepted by society. Furthermore, 
the process as a whole was never truly completed – and today it is even being 
rejected. Salzborn points out that in 1949 25% of Germans still openly identified 
as antisemites, and in 1952 one-third of the population expressed antisemitic 
views – half of whom were explicitly against paying reparations to Holocaust 
victims. According to a 2019 survey by the World Jewish Congress, as many as 
41% of Germans believe that Jews talk about the Holocaust too much.

In post-war Germany, the confrontation with the past unfolded according 
to a pattern described by Salzborn as a drift between the erosion of memory and 
an obsession with memory. The first two decades were dominated by a paradigm 
of amnesty: decriminalisation, the mitigation of guilt and the integration of 
former officials from the Nazi state apparatus into the new administration of 
the Federal Republic of Germany, often in senior positions. At the same time, in 
the symbolic sphere, a myth of German suffering was taking shape, particularly 
around the themes of aerial bombardment and expulsions, supported by both 

35	 S. Salzborn, Kollektive Unschuld…, op. cit.
36	 Idem, ‘Deutschland und der Nationalsozialismus: Die Lüge von der Aufarbeitung’, Spiegel Politik, 6 March 2020, 

spiegel.de.

https://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/deutschland-und-der-nationalsozialismus-die-luege-von-der-aufarbeitung-a-00000000-0002-0001-0000-000169828688
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the state and society. The films, television series and literature of the 1950s and 
1960s consistently constructed a narrative portraying Germans as victims of 
history. As evidence, Salzborn cites hard data: to date, Germany has paid €75.5 
billion in compensation to the victims of Nazism, while €67 billion has been 
allocated as restitution for expellees, many of whom actively supported the 
Nazi regime. 3.5 million deutschmarks were spent on the documentation of the 
expulsions alone in the 1950s, and work on it continued for ten years. This also 
illustrates the strength of the drive to entrench the image of Germans as victims.

An equally significant gap emerged between public and private mem-
ory. While the former, which is institutionalised at the state level, to a very 
large extent incorporated narratives of German agency and responsibility, 
family memory consistently portrayed their forebears as innocent victims. 
Convergence between the two levels of narrative occurred only in the case 
of the latter. Contemporary research confirms the durability of this pattern: 
according to MEMO Study, 69.8% of Germans believe that their ancestors were 
not perpetrators, 35.9% think they suffered, and 28.7% believe they helped the 
persecuted. Estimates, however, suggest that the actual proportion of those 
who actively provided assistance did not exceed 0.3%.37

Salzborn also refers to the concept of the ‘infantile lie’, described by 
Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich in their psychosociological study38 
examining how former supporters of Hitler coped with the past. This concept 
is based on the belief that Germans were merely passive participants, ‘betrayed 
by the Führer’, and as a result were supposedly victims rather than perpetra-
tors. This simplified perspective was passed down through generations – it was 
manifested in family photo albums with images in Wehrmacht uniforms, in 
sentimental souvenirs from the front, and in clubs and associations that car-
ried on cultural forms from the Third Reich era. Despite official declarations 
of reckoning, the guilt of the Nazi era was, in many families, simply repressed 
or transformed into narratives of victimhood. Part of the reason for why this 
happened was due to the lack of personal confrontation with the history of 
one’s own parents and grandparents – whose involvement in the Wehrmacht, 
SS, and in wartime and administrative operations remained visible for decades 
in family keepsakes, the language and traditions.

At the same time, as Salzborn emphasizes, roles began to be reversed in 
the collective narrative – both among the public and on governmental level: 

37	 A study conducted in 2019 MEMO study on the culture of remembrance in Germany, Stiftung Erinnerung, Verantwortung 
und Zukunft and in 2023 MEMO Multidimensional Remembrance Monitor 2023, Institute for Interdisciplinary Research 
on Conflict and Violence (IKG), Research Institute Social Cohesion (RISC), Stiftung Erinnerung, Verantwortung und 
Zukunft, stiftung-evz.de.

38	 A. and M. Mitscherlich, Die Unfähigkeit zu trauern, München 1967.

https://www.stiftung-evz.de/en/what-we-support/fields-of-activity-and-cluster/education-for-living-memory/memo-study/
https://www.stiftung-evz.de/assets/1_Was_wir_f%C3%B6rdern/Bilden/Bilden_fuer_lebendiges_Erinnern/MEMO_Studie/2023_MEMO_Jugend/MEMO_Youth_Study_2023.pdf
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Germans were increasingly portrayed as a ‘kidnapped nation’, the victims 
of bombings, expulsions, and unjust treatment.39 Alongside the real victims 
of the Nazi regime, figures began to emerge who legitimised the myth of the 
moral suffering of the entire nation.

Salzborn points out that Germany is currently trying to impose its model 
of memory policy as a standard for others, failing to recognise that beneath its 
surface lies the repression of responsibility and the myth of German innocence. 
He warns that this form of self-victimisation is becoming the foundation of 
the national identity, as demonstrated by the growing influence of AfD – 
the first far-right party in the Bundestag to garner double-digit support. Its 
representatives question the current memory policy, they express pride in the 
Wehrmacht, refer to the Holocaust Memorial as a ‘monument of shame’, and 
call for Germany to make an about turn in its approach to its past. A survey 
conducted by the Allensbach Institute shows that 55% of AfD voters believe 
that Jews have too much influence worldwide.40

The belief, passed down through the generations, that their families were 
victims is especially dangerous, because the children and grandchildren of 
perpetrators, lacking knowledge of the Holocaust and other crimes, focus 
emotionally on their own – real or perceived – suffering. Salzborn argues that 
the repression of one’s family’s role as perpetrators has later resulted in the 
denial of guilt, hatred toward Israel, and uncritical solidarity with Palestini-
ans. In the opinion of the journalist Alexandra Senfft, quoted by Salzborn, no 
historical education will be effective unless it is accompanied by a personal 
reckoning with one’s connection to the past.

Salzborn draws a fundamental conclusion: the German policy of coming 
to terms with the past remains an unfinished process, and the myth of its suc-
cess obscures the real issue – a cultural, emotional, and psychological failure 
to come to terms with history. Instead of closure, there is a distortion of the 
past, which undermines the foundations of democracy and creates room for 
revisionism, antisemitism, and populism. Any genuine attempt to fill this gap 
will not only take a long time but will also face resistance from groups that 
already question the need for historical confrontation – arguing that excessive 
reflection leads to a national identity crisis.

2. German colonialism in the East: the perspective of an emerging debate
As we can see, despite many years of educational efforts surrounding the 
Holocaust, German society has not fully confronted the tragic aspects of its 

39	 J. Boehler, ‘Niemcy popierali politykę Hitlera’, Wszystko co najważniejsze, 30 August 2019, wszystkoconajwazniejsze.pl.
40	 T. Petersen, ‘Wie antisemitisch ist Deutschland?’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 20 June 2018, source: ifd-allensbach.de.

https://wszystkoconajwazniejsze.pl/jochen-bohler-niemcy-popierali-polityke-hitlera/
https://www.ifd-allensbach.de/fileadmin/kurzberichte_dokumentationen/FAZ_Juni2018_Antisemitismus.pdf
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own past. While the Holocaust has been recognised as a ‘crime without prec-
edent’, the crimes committed against Slavic nations – the Poles, Ukrainians, 
and Belarusians – still do not hold their rightful place in German collective 
memory. Public awareness of these issues is slowly growing, but they are still 
not regarded as a key element of the country’s historical responsibility.

In the German public and academic discourse, there are increasingly fre-
quent calls to revise the traditional understanding of colonialism. For decades, 
it was primarily associated with overseas activity – for example, German rule 
in Togo or Namibia.41 However, there is increasing acknowledgement that colo-
nial practices, ideologies and language were also present in Germany’s policy 
on Eastern Europe – especially in the territories of today’s Poland, Ukraine 
and Lithuania. For decades, Germany has avoided a systemic reckoning with 
its imperial policy in the eastern part of the continent. Russia’s war against 
Ukraine, along with calls to reassess the strategic mistakes in German policy 
towards Moscow over the past 30 years,42 now opens the door for Germany to 
once again deeply reflect on its attitude towards the East. It remains unclear 
whether this will lead to a genuine conversation – or whether, as has happened 
many times before, the topic will once again be marginalised.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has brought about a significant shift 
in how the German public perceives Russia and other issues. Ukraine has 
emerged in German consciousness not only as a victim of war but also as an 
independent actor – as a state and a society – with whom cooperation may be 
beneficial for Berlin. As a result, if the long-term isolation of Russia becomes 
a political reality, cooperation with Ukraine will require a redefinition of 
previous narratives. This may lead to the opening up of a discussion about 
German imperialism in the East.

This debate could be initiated for a number of reasons. Firstly, Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine is contributing to the popularisation of knowledge about 
Ukraine’s history, as well as to the exposure of the extent to which it was pre-
viously distorted by Russian propaganda. Secondly, there is growing discourse 
in Germany about a special responsibility toward Ukraine, one that dates 
back to the First World War. After the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918, Germa-
ny and Austria-Hungary took control of large parts of Ukraine, establishing 
a quasi-protectorate governed by General Hermann von Eichhorn. The goal 
was the economic exploitation of the region, particularly in terms of grain 
supply. The German administration operated in a manner typical of colonial 

41	 ‘Völkermord an Herero und Nama: Abkommen zwischen Deutschland und Namibia’, Bundeszentrale für politische 
Bildung, 22 June 2021, bpb.de.

42	 J. Kukla, an interview with Marko Martin, ‘Marko Martin: Niemieckie elity nie rozumieją, że nie można wchodzić 
w układy z Rosją’, Plus Minus, 29 November 2024, rp.pl/plus-minus.

https://www.bpb.de/kurz-knapp/hintergrund-aktuell/335257/voelkermord-an-herero-und-nama-abkommen-zwischen-deutschland-und-namibia/
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powers: it subordinated the local elites, controlled infrastructure and drained 
local resources.

An even more radical project was developed during the Third Reich. The 
Generalplan Ost (General Plan for the East) envisioned the subjugation, expul-
sion, and extermination of a significant portion of the Slavic population, as well 
as the settlement of these territories by German colonists. As Timothy Snyder 
notes, Ukraine was the central area of the Nazi colonial project, intended to 
supply food for German society.43

Thirdly, it appears that decision-makers and commentators in Germany 
are increasingly aware that ignoring history – or misinterpreting it – can have 
catastrophic consequences for current politics. The propaganda accompanying 
the Russian invasion has starkly demonstrated how the instrumentalisation 
of the past can serve as a tool of aggression.44

Fourthly, the growing interest of the German public in the history of 
Eastern Europe suggests that the topic of German colonialism in the region 
may gain renewed attention. This effort is being led by a younger generations 
of scholars, who are increasingly active on social media and in the public dis-
course – they may become the driving force behind another significant shift 
in Germany’s historical consciousness.45

An article by Agnieszka Pufelska and Felix Ackermann entitled Der andere 
Kolonialismus (The Other Colonialism), published in January 2025 in the German 
edition of Le Monde diplomatique serves as an important and thought-provoking 
contribution to the discussion of German colonialism in Polish territories.46 
The authors present the Greater Poland region as an example of intra-Euro-
pean colonialism, pointing to the consistently pursued policy of colonisation, 
Germanisation, and racist exploitation implemented in the region by Prussia, 
the German Empire, and later the Third Reich.

The authors point to the Imperial Castle in Poznań as a symbol of this 
policy. It was built on the orders of Emperor Wilhelm II and was intended to 
serve as an architectural manifestation of German rule in the East. The monu-
mental structure, designed in the neo-Romanesque style evoking the mythical 
golden age of the empire in the 11th and 12th centuries, was meant not only 
to demonstrate German power but also to visually represent the civilising 
mission that Germany assigned itself in relation to the eastern lands. This 

43	 T. Snyder, ‘Nazistowskie sny o zniewolonej Ukrainie’, Krytyka Polityczna, 12 July 2017, krytykapolityczna.pl.
44	 See A. Kwiatkowska (ed.), Making up for lost time. Germany in the era of the Zeitenwende, OSW, Warsaw 2023, osw.waw.pl.
45	 Various educational initiatives are being launched in an effort to expand knowledge about the history of Ukraine 

and Ukrainian-German relations – for example, a special history portal has been created by the German-Ukrainian 
Historians’ Commission, available at: ukrainianhistoryportal.org. See also Ostausschuss, salonkolumnisten.com/ 
ostausschuss.

46	 A. Pufelska, F. Ackermann, ‘Der andere Kolonialismus’, Le Monde diplomatique, 9 January 2025, monde-diplomatique.de.

https://krytykapolityczna.pl/swiat/snyder-nazistowskie-sny-o-ukrainie/
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-report/2023-09-12/making-lost-time
https://www.ukrainianhistoryportal.org/
https://www.salonkolumnisten.com/ostausschuss/
https://monde-diplomatique.de/artikel/!6059443
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form of ‘intra-European colonisation’ did not stop at architecture. It also un-
folded on the institutional, social and ideological levels. Prussia, and later the 
German Empire, pursued a systematic assimilation policy towards the Polish 
population. The culmination of these practices was the work of the Prussian 
Settlement Commission (1886–1918), who were tasked with buying land from 
Poles and resettling it with German peasants. The Expropriation Act of 1908 
allowed the Prussian state to forcibly confiscate land from Polish owners – 
an act deeply rooted in the colonial logic of spatial control and the elimination 
of indigenous influence.

Racist rhetoric toward Poles was widespread and systemically entrenched. 
They were portrayed as culturally backward, incapable of self-governance, and 
unfit for the demands of ‘modernity’ and Western civilisation. Especially in 
propaganda, there was a pronounced fear of ‘racial mixing’ – Polish women 
were presented as a threat to the German cultural and moral identity due to 
their potential relationships with German men. This kind of narrative had clear 
parallels in overseas colonies, where sexual relations and marriages between 
colonisers and the native population were strictly forbidden.

In another text47 the aforementioned researchers point to the dual nature 
of Prussian racism, noting that it targeted not only Catholic Poles but also 
Polish Jews. They wrote that the terrifying vision of a Jewish flood from the 
East – promoted by prominent contemporaries such as Heinrich von Treitschke 
(a historian and apologist for Prussia and Bismarck) – gained traction in part 
because it aligned with fears of a Slavic threat. These symbolic framings of the 
Jews and the Poles as Prussia’s ‘others’ were mutually reinforcing and inter-
dependent. In January 1886, Bismarck confirmed his decision in the Prussian 
Landtag to expel over 30,000 Poles with no Prussian citizenship from Berlin 
and the eastern provinces, stating: “We want to get rid of foreign Poles because 
we already have enough of our own”.

Pufelska and Ackermann point out that Prussia’s colonial policy had solid 
ideological and intellectual foundations. Thinkers like the abovementioned 
Heinrich von Treitschke and Paul Langhans promoted not only the idea of an 
overseas empire but also the notion of a ‘German East’ – a space for Germany’s 
civilising mission, analogous to Africa. This colonial imagination encompassed 
both cartography (for example, the Deutscher Kolonial-Atlas from 1892) and 
political discourse. Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow explicitly claimed that 
the colonisation of the German East was “Germany’s greatest and only true 
colonial achievement”.48

47	 A. Pufelska, F. Ackermann, ‘Postpreußen’, Geschichte der Gegenwart, 9 March 2025, geschichtedergegenwart.ch.
48	 H.-J. Bömelburg, Friedrich II. zwischen Deutschland und Polen, Stuttgart 2011, p. 91.

https://geschichtedergegenwart.ch/postpreussen/
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After the First World War, following the loss of its eastern provinces, the 
term ‘national amputation’ emerged in German public discourse. The desire 
to regain these territories was not seen merely as an expression of political 
revisionism but as a continuation and completion of the colonial project. This 
rhetoric gained new momentum with the rise to power of the National Social-
ists. According to the authors of the article, colonial patterns of thought – from 
Frederick II, through Bismarck,49 to National Socialism – maintained the 
continuity in German policy towards the East.

After 1939, the Poznań region was incorporated into the Third Reich as the 
so-called Wartheland (Warthegau). Nazi plans envisaged a far-reaching urban 
reconstruction of the region in line with the Lebensraum im Osten ideology. 
The colonial logic of subjugation and exploitation was fully and ruthlessly 
manifested in these plans. Poznań was transformed into a fortress and one of 
the centres of German settlement. The Imperial Castle was to become Hitler’s 
residence, and the entire region was subjected to a brutal policy of Germani-
sation, expulsions and extermination. The Nazis not only planned a biological 
transformation but also an urban one: the space would be completely redesigned 
according to German architectural models, thus symbolically and materially 
severing it from its Polish identity.

Pufelska and Ackermann point out that the bilingual exhibition prepared 
in 2023 in the former Imperial Castle in Poznań – dedicated to the Nazi plans 
for the reconstruction of the Warthegau – passed largely unnoticed in Ger-
many. They call for the adoption of a ‘post-Prussian’ perspective on history – 
one that does not end with the nostalgic reconstruction of the Hohenzollern 
royal residence in Berlin, but instead critically examines the imperial past of 
Prussia and Germany in the East. This perspective not only enables a better 
understanding of today’s Polish-German relations but also prompts deeper 
reflection on what German colonialism truly entailed.

The text by Pufelska and Ackermann is a powerful contribution to the 
debate50 – evidence that the reflection on German colonialism in the East 
has already begun. However, it requires further development and a broader 
presence in education, museums and public discourse. The history of German 
imperialism does not end in Namibia. It also covers Poznań. Or Kyiv.

49	 P. Ther, ‘Soll und Haben. Warum das deutsche Kaiserreich kein Nationalstaat war’, Le Monde diplomatique, 13 May 
2005, monde-diplomatique.de.

50	 It should also be noted that the response to this article was very active and strongly anti-Polish in tone – at least on the 
platform X (and likely also in other social media). This prompted F. Ackermann to write on 6 February 2025: “The tone 
of the discussion and the range of arguments raised under this post show that the time has long since come to leave the 
platform of the self-righteous AfD supporter and other post-national socialists”; see more on x.com/felix_berlinski.

https://monde-diplomatique.de/artikel/!609640
https://x.com/felix_berlinski
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Conclusion. Memory policy as a duty, not an option

Can we hope that a new wave of debate on colonialism and imperialism in the 
East will gain momentum in Germany? Will it resonate with the maturing – 
though still too quiet – discussion about compensation to Poland for Nazi 
crimes?51 Yes – and action must be taken to trigger that synergy. Not from as 
a petitioner, but as a partner. Not out of resentment, but out of responsibility. 
Because history, if it is to be shared, cannot be one-sided. And European mem-
ory – if it is to be fair – must also include those who have so far been pushed 
to the margins.

As demonstrated in this essay, the German model of memory policy is based 
on selective reckoning. The Holocaust – rightly and necessarily – became the 
central pillar of German remembrance. But the memory of crimes committed 
against Poles, the brutal occupation policy, the Generalplan Ost, or the systemic 
plundering of culture remained no more than a footnote. Yet it is impossible 
to understand the history of the Second World War – let alone German impe-
rialism – without considering Poland, Central Europe and Eastern Europe as 
victims of an extermination policy. Germany has not only failed to deal with 
this chapter in a socially and politically mature way, but for the most part has 
not even included it in its national narrative.

Meanwhile, there is no such thing as the right to forget. In the digital world, 
it is possible to delete undesired search results.52 In memory politics, however, 
it is not acceptable. Crimes do not lose their gravity over time. And the right to 
forgiveness is always vested in the victims, never in the perpetrators.

Therefore, one of the key practical conclusions drawn from the above anal-
yses concerns the need for the lasting and systemic integration of knowledge 
about Poland and Polish-German relations into Germany’s public education 
system. Germany and its Länder, which in practice hold a monopoly over the 
formation of curricula and educational content in schools, bears a particular 
responsibility for the images of the past shown to future generations of its 
citizens. Presenting Poland in school textbooks – not as an optional partner in 
joint educational projects, but as a permanent component of mandatory history 
education – should become one of the priorities of Germany’s education policy.

This requires not only the revision and updating of curriculum frame-
works and teaching materials, but also investment in properly training 

51	 S. Żerko, ‘Krzywda milionów Polaków krzyczeć będzie, dopóki nie zostanie sprawiedliwie naprawiona’, Biuletyn Insty-
tutu Zachodniego, no. 536, 29 December 2023, iz.poznan.pl.

52	 In the case of Google, the right to be forgotten (also known as the ‘right to erasure’) allows individuals to request the 
removal of information about them from search results. This means that if someone believes that information availa-
ble online about them is false, outdated or irrelevant, they can ask Google to stop displaying links to that information 
in the search engine’s results.

https://www.iz.poznan.pl/publikacje/biuletyn-instytutu-zachodniego/biz-nr-536-krzywda-milionow-polakow-krzyczec-bedzie-dopoki-nie-zostanie-sprawiedliwie-naprawiona
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teachers – especially in the context of the challenges posed by the changing 
demographic structure of German society. An increasing percentage of stu-
dents come from families with a migratory cultural background, which further 
complicates the process of teaching the history of Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Second World War. In this context, activities targeting educational 
environments – both at the central and federal state level – take on particu-
lar significance. These include efforts to support intercultural competencies, 
deepen knowledge of the region, and counteract reductionist views of history 
that marginalise the East European perspective.

Polish institutions, such as the Pilecki Institute in Berlin, are already 
making efforts toward historical education aimed at German teachers, but 
these efforts – if they are to be effective – must be incorporated into a broader 
framework of systemic cooperation. Education remains one of the most im-
portant channels for the reproduction of collective memory and, in democratic 
societies, it is also a mechanism for building mutual understanding. Therefore, 
if Poland truly aims to be a strategic partner for Germany, its history must 
be fully included into the core body of historical knowledge conveyed by the 
German education system.

Unless Poland wants someone else to tell its history, it must create its 
own mature historical policy – one that employs modern communication 
tools, builds lasting institutions and strengthens the existing ones, supports 
historical education, initiates international debates, and funds research and 
cultural productions. Poland must not fall into the sin of omission – nor into the 
sin of waste: producing low quality films, supporting misguided promotional 
campaigns or squandering the limited resources it has. Above all, Poland must 
conduct its memory policy with the future in mind, not just the past.

This is not about competing with others for victim status, but about restor-
ing justice and completing the historical narrative. It is about including Polish 
experiences in the European circuit of memory. And it is about ensuring that 
future generations – in Poland and abroad – can learn history from textbooks 
and museums in which the Polish voice is present. Finally – Poland must not 
fall into the illusion that ‘all the debates have already taken place’. Memory 
policy is a continuous process, subject to change, open to reinterpretation. 
Today, it is no longer enough to merely react. One must plan – for years and 
decades ahead. One must be prepared for resistance, for a long journey, and 
for delayed results. But it is worth it. Because if Germany – the perpetrator 
of one of the greatest crimes in history – was able, in the eyes of the world, 
to walk the path from contempt to trust, then it means that anything is 
possible. However, this is only possible if that path is charted and followed 
with determination.
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Poland does not have to copy another nation’s model – nor should it feel 
obliged to. It should create its own, believing that it has the right to do so, and 
being convinced that it has the duty to do so.
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