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MAIN POINTS

•  German historical policy underwent a significant transformation under Hel-
mut Kohl, a process that may be described as a paradigm shift. These changes 
took place during the final two decades of the 20th century, reshaping both the 
German historical and political identity, as well as the country’s foreign policy. 
Kohl’s objective was to ‘normalise’ German identity and establish a new role 
for Germany in international politics – liberating it from the burden of guilt 
for Nazi crimes, which had constrained the country’s ability to pursue policies 
aligned with its national interests.

•  Particularly in the context of German reunification, the end of the Cold War, 
and the emergence of an ‘end of history’ atmosphere in Europe, the model of 
historical policy shaped by Kohl at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s became an 
effective instrument of German soft power. Over the past 35 years, Berlin has 
successfully implemented this model across international, cultural, and aca-
demic domains, cultivating a positive image of the country and strengthening 
its position within the EU, in transatlantic relations, and globally.

•  Since 1989, and following Helmut Kohl’s first official visit, Poland has been a target 
of Germany’s historical policy as a form of soft power, which has been strongly 
present in political relations, culture, education, science, and the media. This was 
initially facilitated by a significant institutional asymmetry between Germany and 
Poland. Although this imbalance began to narrow from 2004 onwards through the 
institutionalisation of historical policy on the Polish side, it did not result in a more 
balanced or partnership-based relationship. Instead, it led to growing competi-
tion over historical symbols and narratives, as well as strained political relations.

•  From the perspective of 35 years of the Kohl-era model of German historical 
policy – and taking into account its context (German reunification, the end of 
the Cold War, and the ‘end of history’ atmosphere) – it must now be assumed that 
this model will undergo further significant transformation. The destabilisation 
and likely structural reshaping of the political landscape established after re-
unification, alongside a radical shift in the international situation, will lead to 
a turning point in Germany’s current approach to soft power. This will also affect 
the nature of its historical policy, which until now has been based on the idea of 
‘normalisation’ – anchoring Germany in transatlantic relations and European 
integration. From a Polish perspective, this is likely to pose a challenge, as it may 
signal greater openness in Germany towards historical revisionism, particularly 
in areas linked to transatlantic relations and Central and Eastern Europe.
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German historical policy plays a prominent role primarily as an integral 
element of the country’s foreign policy and a key component of its soft power. 
It therefore has obvious significance for relations with Poland and serves as 
an important mechanism for the internal reintegration of German society, 
helping to build its historical and political identity – particularly in the context 
of the end of the Cold War and the process leading to national reunification.

German historical policy, in all its key functions, reached its most devel-
oped form under Helmut Kohl. From the moment he took office as Chancellor 
in 1982, this Christian Democrat – marked by a distinct sensitivity to historical 
matters – became its de facto chief architect, shaping it in ways that continue to 
resonate today. This includes its key institutional manifestations, such as the 
House of History of the Federal Republic in Bonn, the permanent exhibition 
at the German Historical Museum in Berlin, the Neue Wache memorial in the 
centre of the capital, and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe. This 
policy operated in the realm of symbols, memorial sites, and exhibitions, as well 
as in the state’s efforts to shape political and historical awareness and identity. 
It also had a very tangible, practical impact on how Germany conducted its 
bilateral relations with other states, including Poland, as well as its European 
policy within the broader process of EU formation. Kohl was a central figure 
in the development of this policy. He embodied a personal sense of history and 
a determination to bring about a fundamental shift in his compatriots’ historical 
consciousness and culture of remembrance. For this reason, Samuel Salzborn, 
a German sociologist and researcher of remembrance, stated that “with the 
paradigm shift in memory in the 1980s, Kohl initiated a new phase of rejection 
of the memory of the Shoah” in German policy.1 This should be understood as 
an attempt to fundamentally redefine Germany’s post-war historical identity, 
which had been grounded in guilt, above all through remembrance of the 
German crime of the Holocaust.

One may therefore agree with the author of Collective Innocence that it was 
in the 1980s and 1990s that a fundamental shift occurred in the paradigm of 
remembrance culture and policy in Germany, that Helmut Kohl bore the main 
political responsibility for this change, and that one of its concrete outcomes 
was the emergence of a new form of national historical policy – one that enabled 
the deliberate shaping of a new German identity and image. The direction of 
this shift involved a clear rebalancing of emphasis in historical policy: away 
from a paradigm in which “National Socialism, and in particular the Holocaust, 
form the core – the tragic core – of German history”, and towards the belief 

1	 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.
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that “National Socialism and the Holocaust are moments – horrific moments – 
in German history, but they must not overshadow the entirety of the nation’s 
history”.2 It is also important that the reunification of Germany – as the central 
event marking the end of the Cold War from Germany’s perspective – provides 
the essential context for this entire phenomenon.

We are thus dealing with the simultaneous emergence of three circum-
stances of fundamental significance: a change in the way historical issues 
were publicly articulated in Germany, the influence of Kohl’s distinctive per-
sonality as a ‘historical politician’ (as Merkel described him)3, and the newly 
united Germany’s search for new forms of legitimacy and a new type of soft 
power. In this text, I intend to describe the nature of the shift Kohl introduced 
in German policy concerning history and memory, his own interpretation 
of German history – particularly in the context of the 20th century – and to 
explain why and how these issues shaped his policy towards Poland during 
the crucial period of 1989–1991.

A new historical policy in the service of the state

Even before Kohl, historical policy functioned as an element of both Germany’s 
domestic and foreign policy. After a period of silence and ‘denial’ – including 
Adenauer’s policy of drawing a thick line under the past, which character-
ised West Germany primarily in the 1950s – the issue of history and memory 
returned in full force to domestic politics in the 1960s and 1970s.4 This shift 
occurred mainly as a result of the wave of left-wing student protests in 1968 
and the actions of extremist terrorist groups such as the Red Army Faction. 
Among the younger generation in particular, the question of reckoning with the 
Nazi past – especially within political and industrial elites – became an open 
subject of dispute and, in some cases, a cause of violence. This drew the at-
tention of the public and the media and engaged the country’s most respected 
intellectuals and moral leaders. One of the most well-known examples of these 
controversies was the 1977 kidnapping and murder of Hanns Martin Schleyer, 
a German industrialist and former member of the Nazi party.

An additional factor shaping the German approach to the past was a clear 
shift in the 1970s in the debates on the Second World War in the United States 
and Western Europe, where the crime of the Shoah became the central focus. 

2	 W. Pięciak, Niemiecka pamięć, Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, Kraków 2002, p. 41. See also J.S. Eder, Holo-
caust Angst: The Federal Republic of Germany and American Holocaust Memory since the 1970s, Oxford University Press, 2016.

3	 A. Merkel. Freedom: Memoirs 1954–2021 from the former Chancellor of Germany, Pan MacMillan, 2025.
4	 N. Frei, 1945 und wir. Das Dritte Reich im Bewußtsein der Deutschen, Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, München 2009, pp. 38–55.
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These internal and external developments contributed to the formation of a spe-
cific canon of views and interpretations of the past in West Germany – one that 
became dominant in public life, in politics (particularly on the left), the media, 
the education system, and academic teaching. This canon represented a form of 
consensus that shaped domestic historical policy and firmly excluded extreme 
views and attitudes from public discourse – especially right-wing positions 
that referenced Nazi traditions, antisemitism, xenophobia, or were openly 
anti-democratic and anti-liberal.5 Departures from this consensus – whether 
through critique or attempts at revision – were always fraught with significant 
risk, confined to select circles, and tolerated only in limited historical areas, 
such as the expulsion of Germans from Polish and Czechoslovak territories 
or the loss of parts of former German territory after the Second World War.

From the very beginning of West Germany’s existence, historical policy 
was also present in its foreign policy. This is well illustrated by the course 
adopted by Chancellor Adenauer towards Israel as part of the Westbindung 
strategy – anchoring the Federal Republic in the West. This approach led, 
among other things, to the signing of reparations agreements in the early 
1950s concerning Israeli citizens and the Jewish diaspora, which were treated 
as obligations of the state arising from its new international status following 
the dissolution of the post-war occupation zones. Adenauer’s visit to France 
and his meeting with Charles de Gaulle at Reims Cathedral in 1962, followed 
a year later by the signing of the Élysée Treaty, are further examples of West 
German foreign policy being framed through the lens of historical policy. In this 
case, the aim was to normalise Franco-German relations as the foundation 
for processes of European integration. Chancellor Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik at 
the turn of the 1960s and 1970s – driven primarily by pragmatic and realist 
assumptions – was also consciously linked with elements of historical policy. 
This was most clearly demonstrated during Brandt’s visit to Warsaw and his 
gesture at the Monument to the Ghetto Heroes in 1970.

From the outset, historical policy and the politics of symbols served 
to enhance the effectiveness of German foreign policy in at least two key 
dimensions. First, they aimed to consolidate West Germany’s position as 
a credible state fully integrated into Western democratic structures – one 
that had thoroughly come to terms with its past and had thus adopted a new 
identity. Second, they sought to shape a new image of West Germany and build 

5	 An interesting picture of how such a consensus regarding Germany’s Nazi past functions in the public sphere today is 
provided by the MEMO Germany studies, conducted by Bielefeld University in cooperation with the Foundation Re-
membrance, Responsibility and Future (Stiftung Erinnerung, Verantwortung und Zukunft). In considering the formation 
of this consensus, one must also acknowledge the institutional role played by the Federal Agency for Civic Education 
(Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung), which has been active since 1952.
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its moral capital in foreign affairs, which became a key component of its soft 
power. The British historian Timothy Garton Ash cites a particularly telling 
excerpt from Chancellor Brandt’s speech in the Bundestag on 28 January 1971, 
in which he refers to the shift in relations with Poland: “In our relations with 
Poland we are also thinking, in a broader sense, of German interests when we 
do all we can to ensure that the word ‘Germany’ will never again be a symbol of 
terror and injustice, but instead a sign of hope for reconciliation and peaceful 
cooperation”. This belief in the significance of historical policy as a tool for 
restoring credibility and reshaping Germany’s image would continue to influ-
ence Bonn’s foreign policy – not only in its relations with France or Israel, but 
also in relation to Poland. This approach remained in place under both Brandt 
and his successor, Helmut Schmidt, and eventually gained unprecedented 
momentum under Helmut Kohl. As Ash comments, “throughout the 1980s 
the three elements – money, reconciliation, direct German interests – were 
continually muddled up together in all official German–Polish dealings, and 
further confused by the domestic political context”.6

The key influence on Germany’s culture of remembrance and its presence in 
both domestic and foreign policy came, above all, from Helmut Kohl. His impact 
must be viewed in the context of the reunification of Germany – for which he 
was the principal architect – as well as broader changes in Europe and global 
politics ensuing from the end of the Cold War. It is also essential to consider 
his personal views on 20th-century German history. Kohl’s fundamental 
objective was to reshape German historical identity. This was reflected in his 
direct involvement in two major historical and exhibition-related projects of 
the 1980s and 1990s, both of which brought new interpretations of the past into 
the public sphere. The first was the House of History of the Federal Republic 
of Germany in Bonn, whose creation Kohl initiated shortly after taking office – 
in his first government statement in 1985. The second was the founding of the 
German Historical Museum in Berlin in 1987, located in the Zeughaus building 
on Unter den Linden, in the heart of the capital.

Kohl’s vision for the new museum in Bonn was to present a permanent, 
modern exhibition focused on the period since 1945 – showing the history of 
the state (West Germany) and the divided German nation. The museum was 
established by an act of the Bundestag, which created an independent foun-
dation, and it was officially opened by Kohl in 1994. Since then, the permanent 
exhibition has undergone several significant updates – in 2007, 2011, and 2024. 
However, its core message has remained consistent: to present the country’s 
recent history in such a way that Nazi Germany appears ‘only’ as the starting 

6	 T.G. Ash, In Europe’s Name. Germany and the Divided Continent, published by Vimtage, 1994, pp. 301–302.
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point for illustrating the democratisation of West Germany and of German so-
ciety as a whole, regardless of the division between the West and East Germany. 
This is because the Federal Republic was portrayed as embodying new Western 
values of democracy and freedom – values that were also offered as a point of 
reference for nations behind the Iron Curtain. According to the exhibition, this 
new democratic Germany, emerging from the darkness of the Nazi totalitarian 
regime, was built on the foundations of Western constitutional values. That is 
why, at the very beginning of the permanent exhibition, visitors encounter 
a large, semi-transparent photograph showing a session of the Parliamentary 
Council, in front of which are placed the ‘relics’ of state founding: a symbolic 
inkwell, a fountain pen stand, and the pen with which Konrad Adenauer is 
said to have personally signed the Basic Law on 23 May 1949. Also included 
is a facsimile of the Basic Law itself, laid out on the black-red-gold tricolour 
flag.7 This visual staging reflected the essence of the new Western democratic 
Germany – built, like the United States, on the foundation of ‘constitutional 
patriotism’, a concept popularised in the 1986 debate by Jürgen Habermas. 
At the same time, an important conceptual element of the exhibition was its 
framing within a broader German historical narrative reaching back to the 
first half of the 19th century – that is, to the beginnings of modern German 
statehood, national identity, and democratic and liberal traditions. The main 
symbols of this legacy are the Hambach Festival of 1832 and the Frankfurt 
National Assembly of 1848, the first all-German parliament. Both permanent 
exhibitions – those of the museums in Bonn and Berlin – served, particularly in 
the context of German reunification, as a bridge linking the old ‘Bonn Republic’ 
with the new ‘Berlin Republic’. They provided conceptual models for a shared 
new narrative of German historical and democratic identity in contemporary 
Europe. These models reflected the key strategic goals of Kohl’s historical poli-
cy – goals that provoked strong criticism from figures such as Samuel Salzborn. 
For critics such as him, the German chancellor was undertaking a profound 
reorientation of Germany’s post-war identity for political purposes. By using 
the instruments of politics and the state, Kohl was constructing a new collec-
tive memory for Germans – one in which the guilt and crimes committed by 
Nazi Germany no longer occupied a central place.

7	 T. Hertfelder, ‘Opfer, Täter, Demokraten. Über das Unbehagen an der Erinnerungskultur und die neue Meistererzäh-
lung der Demokratie in Deutschland’ [in:] Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte, 65. Jahrgang (July 2017), Heft 3, p. 367.
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Kohl’s politics of symbols and reconciliation spectacle

Helmut Kohl attached particular importance to the politics of symbols and 
historical policy as key elements of Germany’s European and foreign policy. 
The concept of reconciliation played a central role in this approach. It was, in 
fact, under Kohl’s leadership that reconciliation became part of the German 
government’s political agenda in the 1980s.

Kohl consistently and openly used the idea of reconciliation to achieve 
practical political objectives in Germany’s foreign relations with other coun-
tries. Regardless of one’s assessment of Kohl as a politician – his great achieve-
ment undeniably being the reunification of Germany – it is worth noting that, 
alongside his remarkable pragmatism and strong belief in his own agency 
(or even greatness), he also displayed a genuine attachment to Catholicism and 
patriotism. This clearly distinguished him from much of the German left, both 
the strand shaped by the interwar confrontation with Nazism and, in particu-
lar, the generation rooted in the events of 1968. For the latter, patriotism was 
often equated with Nazism and openly condemned. For Kohl, this was entirely 
different. His attitude towards the past and the issue of reconciliation was 
never cynical – though this does not mean that he denied the political utility 
of history. He considered these matters, and the moral expectations attached 
to them, to be politically significant and therefore deserving of seriousness 
and attention from politicians.

There was another important factor: Kohl viewed historical matters in 
deeply personal terms, as part of his own life path and fate – bound together 
with the fate of other Germans. As he himself stated, “I belong to the genera-
tion that was old enough to see the war with its own eyes, but at the same time 
too young to be personally entangled in guilt. I expressed this in 1984 during 
a discussion with members of the Knesset in Jerusalem, saying that I was 
grateful for the ‘mercy of late birth’… By ‘mercy’ I also meant the following: 
the fact that we avoided being implicated in guilt is not a moral achievement of 
my generation. It is rather a matter of chance: we happened to be born at that 
moment. This does not give us the right to collectively condemn the generation 
that lived consciously through the time of Nazi Germany and was not given 
the opportunity to experience this ‘mercy’”.8

This last reflection led Kohl to believe that when speaking about Germans’ 
involvement in Nazism, one must remember that “part of society supported 
Hitler because they believed he would lift them out of the misery that the global 

8	 As cited in: W. Pięciak, Kanclerz obojga Niemiec. Helmut Kohl – szkic do portretu, Centrum Stosunków Międzynarodowych, 
Warszawa 1999, p. 17.
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economic crisis had brought upon millions of Germans. Most had no sense of 
what might follow, and by the time they did, it was already too late”.9 From 
this perspective, according to Kohl, the Germans had made a grave historical 
mistake that no one could deny – but the defeat they suffered, the territorial 
losses, and the division of their country constituted punishment enough, which 
they accepted without resistance. And more than that – they had undergone 
a fundamental internal transformation: “They built a liberal and democratic 
order for themselves. Through the EU and NATO, they are anchored in the 
Western community of values. For over 40 years they have proved that they 
have learned the lessons of history”.10

Bearing in mind all of Helmut Kohl’s historical declarations, one can better 
understand the importance he attached to symbolic politics and reconciliation 
in shaping a favourable image and position for Germany in Europe and the 
world. He frequently drew on these tools to stage political events in relations 
with other countries and leaders – events that helped build a new credibility 
for the Federal Republic. This was not about superficial political theatrics or 
winning public favour through symbolic gestures, but rather about the execu-
tion of a deliberate strategy. Its goal was to restore contemporary Germany’s 
strong standing in Europe and globally, while also finding the right balance 
in its approach to national identity. As Wojciech Pięciak, author of numerous 
books on Germany, observes, Kohl’s actions in the field of history should be seen 
as a conscious and carefully considered “policy of creating positive symbols of 
the new Germany. This meant either creating new positive symbols (as at the 
cemetery of the victims of the Leningrad blockade in 1975, during the meeting 
in Verdun, or at the mass in Krzyżowa), or assigning new, positive meaning to 
historically burdened sites – such as the Reichstag, Berlin as the new capital, or 
the presence of German soldiers in Paris”11 (during the military parade on the 
Champs-Élysées marking the 50th anniversary of the end of the war). It must 
also be remembered that all of this served to strengthen Germany’s position in 
Europe and globally, and to reinforce the legitimacy of German reunification 
as essential to the unification of Europe as a whole.

A clear example of how Kohl developed his policy of symbols as a policy of 
faits accomplis, and how he was able to combine historical gestures with highly 
pragmatic policies serving Germany’s national interest, is undoubtedly the 
case of President Ronald Reagan’s visit to the military cemetery in Bitburg on 
5 May 1985. Although the episode ended in a serious international scandal, it 
can nevertheless be said that the chancellor achieved his intended goals. Kohl 

9	 Ibid., p. 18.
10	 Ibid., p. 42.
11	 Ibid., p. 45.
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liked to portray himself as the direct political and ideological heir to Konrad 
Adenauer. The famous meeting between Adenauer and de Gaulle in Reims – and 
their participation in the peace mass held in the cathedral in 1962 – provided 
Kohl with an obvious model for his own symbolic politics. In 1984, he decided 
to take a symbolic step of his own in German–French relations by arranging 
a historic meeting with President François Mitterrand at the Douaumont ceme-
tery in Verdun. Together, they paid tribute to the soldiers who had fallen in the 
largest and bloodiest battle of the First World War. The gesture was intended 
to symbolise the definitive end of hostility between Germany and France.

Referring to that highly publicised political event, a few months later, dur-
ing his visit to Washington, Kohl proposed to President Reagan that they make 
a similar symbolic gesture of reconciliation together at the military cemetery 
in Bitburg, located in Rhineland-Palatinate – a region close to the chancellor’s 
heart.12 Reagan, surprised by the unexpected suggestion and known for being 
emotional and idealistic, immediately agreed. Kohl enjoyed a high level of 
trust in the White House as the West German leader who, in the 1980s, had 
pushed through NATO’s rearmament programme despite strong opposition 
from pacifist and left-wing movements in his own country. The joint visit to 
the Bitburg cemetery and the tribute paid to American and German soldiers 
buried there from the Second World War ended in a diplomatic scandal when 
the media revealed that among the graves were also those of members of the 
SS. This sparked a wave of criticism against the US president, particularly from 
Jewish communities in the United States and Europe, as well as from Israel. 
Kohl, however, achieved his political aims: he demonstrated the strength of 
the bond between West Germany and the United States – one that transcended 
the legacy of past wartime enmity. In this instance, the power of the narrative 
of reconciliation in German historical policy proved more effective than the 
resistance posed by the historical facts themselves.

The objectives of Kohl’s visit to Poland in 1989

It was precisely Kohl’s particular skill in staging political events through the 
use of symbolic politics and reconciliation – and, in doing so, creating faits 
accomplish – that was also set to play an important role in the five-day visit to 
Poland, which had been in preparation for some time (essentially since January 
1989) by the authorities in Bonn and the communist government of Mieczysław 

12	 D.E. Lipstadt, ‘The Bitburg Controversy’ [in:] The American Jewish Year Book, American Jewish Committee, vol. 87 (1987), 
pp. 21–37.
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Rakowski in Warsaw. The visit was planned as part of the commemorations 
marking 1989 as the 50th anniversary of the outbreak of the Second World War. 
However, these plans were unexpectedly overtaken by the major political 
transformations of the late Cold War period, which accelerated in Poland with 
the Round Table talks and the formation of Tadeusz Mazowiecki’s govern-
ment. Kohl was determined to make this historic visit take place, seeing it as 
marking a major breakthrough in Polish–German relations and a powerful 
gesture of reconciliation. His trip to Poland was also clearly in the interest of 
the new government in Warsaw – although perhaps less for historical reasons 
and more because of the severe economic and financial crisis, which made 
foreign support a necessity. In that regard, Bonn was emerging as Poland’s 
key ally. Among the issues on the table during discussions about the visit were 
matters such as resolving Poland’s debt problem, securing investment loans, 
and addressing the rights of the German minority in Poland, including dual 
place-name signage in Silesia and the protection of German memorial sites.

The end of Mieczysław Rakowski’s communist government, the elections 
of 4 June, and the formation of Tadeusz Mazowiecki’s cabinet did not, in fact, 
interrupt preparations for the visit. On the contrary – they provided them 
with an entirely new context. Mazowiecki quickly appointed a trusted figure, 
Mieczysław Pszon – editor of the weekly Tygodnik Powszechny and a long-time 
participant in the 1970s and 1980s dialogue between Polish Catholics and Ger-
man Catholic and Evangelical communities – as his plenipotentiary in talks 
with Horst Teltschik, Kohl’s chief adviser. The two were tasked with finalising 
the itinerary for the chancellor’s visit to Poland. Kohl envisioned an ambitious, 
multi-day visit (9–14 November) with stops in Warsaw, Kraków, Oświęcim, 
and possibly also Częstochowa, Gdańsk, and Lublin. The agenda was to include 
a speech at the Royal Castle, a concert in Wilanów, and meetings with the pres-
ident, the prime minister, the Primate of Poland, and Lech Wałęsa.13 The radical 
political shift in Poland created the conditions for such wide-ranging plans. 
The extensive agenda, which also included the formal signing of a package of 
agreements with the Polish government and the issuance of a joint statement, 
was designed to underscore the historic nature of the visit. Domestically, it also 
served as a clear counterpoint to the rather unfortunate visit to Poland by Willy 
Brandt in 1985. At the time, the former chancellor – an icon of German social 
democracy and Ostpolitik – left behind a deeply negative impression: “he shook 
the hands of Generals and Party Secretaries. He spoke of reconciliation, peace, 
normalisation, and stability. But he visited no prisons (in one of which he would 

13	 Sprawozdanie z VIII rundy rozmów pełnomocników rządów PRL i RFN (14–16 września 1989 roku w Warszawie) [in:] 
W.  Borodziej (ed.), Polska wobec zjednoczenia Niemiec 1989–1991. Dokumenty dyplomatyczne, Wydawnictwo Naukowe 
Scholar, Warszawa 2006, p. 128.
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have found Adam Michnik). He laid no flowers on the murdered worker’s 
graves – nor on that of the martyred Father Jerzy Popiełuszko. He declined 
an invitation to meet his fellow Nobel Peace Prize winner, Lech Wałęsa, in 
Solidarity’s capital, Gdańsk”.14 This detail is worth recalling, as it sheds light 
on the domestic political motivations behind Kohl’s visit to Poland: the oppor-
tunity to present himself as a European leader of the great changes marking 
the end of the Cold War. His visit coincided not only with the 50th anniversary 
of the outbreak of the Second World War, but also with the run-up to the 1990 
Bundestag elections in West Germany, which, as polls at the time suggested, 
the CDU might well lose. It was in this context of intense preparations for the 
Polish visit that the idea emerged of a meeting between Kohl and Mazowiecki, 
along with the reconciliation mass in Krzyżowa.

‘Polish–German reconciliation’ as an element  
of Kohl’s historical policy

On the symbolic level, the high point of the visit was Krzyżowa, which – within 
the framework of German historical policy – deserves closer attention. This 
place became emblematic of reconciliation policy in Polish–German relations, 
while also focusing many of the key challenges associated with it. For advocates 
of reconciliation, the mass in Krzyżowa on 12 November 1989 became a histor-
ic and symbolic event, marking the beginning of an entirely new chapter in 
relations between Poland and Germany.15 This new beginning was to involve 
not only state-level policy but also relations between the two societies. It was 
seen as a turning point of similar significance to the transformations that 
occurred in Germany’s post-war relations with France and Israel. The German 
side – and Kohl himself – were keen to refer to this analogy, emphasising the 
fundamental importance of Bonn’s new policy towards Warsaw. In this way, 
the chancellor’s visit to Poland and the gesture of reconciliation in Krzyżowa – 
seen as the symbolic culmination of the visit – were presented as a continua-
tion of the policy of reconciliation initiated by Konrad Adenauer, regarded as 
a cornerstone of post-war Germany. Within this narrative framework, Kohl, 
who saw himself as the direct successor to the first West German chancellor, 
came to Poland to bring this policy to its final realisation.

Before Krzyżowa even appeared on the itinerary as the location for the 
meeting, the original idea for a mass involving Kohl and representatives of the 

14	 T.G. Ash, In Europe’s name…, op. cit., p. 306.
15	 W. Czachur, A. Franke (eds.), Krzyżowa jako miejsce dialogu polsko-niemieckiego. Szanse na europejską narrację, Fundacja 

„Krzyżowa” dla Porozumienia Europejskiego, Krzyżowa 2013.
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German minority in Poland pointed to a different site: Góra św. Anny (St. Anne 
Mountain) and the Franciscan church and monastery complex located there. 
The proposal emerged during talks between the two governments’ envoys – 
Pszon and Teltschik. However, once the idea became public, it triggered 
a wave of strong negative reactions in Poland, as this location had been the 
site of bloody clashes between Silesian insurgents and the German Freikorps 
during the Battle of Annaberg in 1921. Following the redrawing of borders 
after the Third Silesian Uprising, St. Anne Mountain, known in Germany as 
St. Annaberg, remained part of Germany. The proposal appeared controver-
sial for at least two reasons. The first concerned the final recognition of the 
Polish–German border – a matter that lingered in the background throughout 
Kohl’s visit preparations, although the German side in particular avoided 
addressing it openly.16 It would only become a central issue in Polish–German 
relations after the events of 9 November 1989, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and 
the launch of the German reunification process through the 2+4 international 
negotiations format. The second reason related to the German minority in 
Poland, whose rights (alongside issues such as German-language place names 
and the protection of memorial sites) were, for Kohl, de facto a condition for 
signing the economic and financial agreements with Warsaw. Bonn treated 
these matters as inseparable, and Warsaw fully understood the conditional 
nature of the arrangement. 

The idea of holding a reconciliation mass with Kohl’s participation at St. 
Anne Mountain sparked so much controversy in Poland that, once it became 
public, both sides began shifting responsibility for the proposal back and forth. 
During his talks with Tadeusz Mazowiecki in Warsaw, Kohl complained that 
the matter had “done him a disservice, cost him in terms of publicity, and 
that he had trusted Bishop Alfons Nossol, who had initially assured him there 
would be no problems. That is why Krzyżowa has become so important now”.17 
In his own summary of Kohl’s visit, Foreign Minister Krzysztof Skubiszewski 
admitted: “The course of Kohl’s visit was also very difficult. Just before the 
chancellor’s arrival, there were misunderstandings related to Bonn’s request 
for his participation in a mass at St. Anne Mountain”.18 Mieczysław Pszon, 
meanwhile, portrayed the affair as having been inflated by communists in 
Poland who were opposed to Kohl’s visit – particularly officials from the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs and the party-controlled press, with the daily Trybuna 
Ludu at the forefront. Despite the dispute over responsibility, it is reasonable 

16	 D. Bingen, Polityka Republiki Bońskiej wobec Polski, Wydawnictwo Kwadrat, Kraków 1997, pp. 241–244.
17	 Transcript of the one-on-one conversation between Prime Minister Mazowiecki and Chancellor Kohl [in:] Polska wobec 

zjednoczenia Niemiec 1989–1991…, op. cit., p. 159.
18	 Ibid., p. 183.
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to assume that the idea of St. Anne Mountain as the venue did indeed origi-
nate in discussions between representatives of the German government. The 
nature of the site aligned with Kohl’s earlier symbolic politics (as in Bitburg 
and Verdun). Pszon even claimed that “Kohl was adamant about St. Anne 
Mountain”.19 It also seems likely that there had been earlier consultations be-
tween the German government and Bishop Nossol of Opole, which led Bonn to 
believe that the idea was sound.20 It cannot be ruled out that, in his talks with 
Horst Teltschik, Pszon may have initially responded positively or at least did 
not object to the idea – something that could easily have been interpreted as 
approval. Clearly, however, Mazowiecki and his team grew concerned about 
the negative reactions to the idea within Poland, especially from parts of 
the authorities and press aligned with the communist party, as well as from 
nationalist and conservative circles, such as the Labour Faction (Stronnictwo 
Pracy) and the Christian-National Union. As a result, Mazowiecki, through 
Pszon, proposed an alternative: a meeting at Krzyżowa. Selecting Krzyżowa 
as the site of reconciliation thus became a way to defuse the crisis sparked 
by the controversy over St. Anne Mountain – one that could have seriously 
jeopardised the plans for Kohl’s visit to Poland. However, this does not mean 
that Krzyżowa was a random choice.

Krzyżowa as the site of Polish–German reconciliation was, above all, the 
result of earlier efforts by the Catholic Intelligentsia Club (KIK) in Wrocław. 
In early June 1989, KIK, in cooperation with Action Reconciliation Service 
for Peace (Aktion Sühnezeichen Friedensdienste), organised an international 
conference titled ‘The Christian in Society’. The event focused on resistance 
movements against Nazism.21 The inspiration for choosing this topic came from 
the book Chrześcijanin w Trzeciej Rzeszy (A Christian in the Third Reich, 1970) by 
Anna Morawska – an author associated with the Polish monthly Więź. The book, 
which explored the biography of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, held particular signifi-
cance for both the KIK community in Poland and opposition Protestant circles 
in East Germany, including Ludwig Mehlhorn. Another important influence 
was the philosopher and sociologist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who taught at 
the University of Wrocław until 1933. Among his students was Helmuth James 
Graf von Moltke, the owner of the Krzyżowa (German Kreisau) estate. Because 
of this, and due to Rosenstock-Huessy’s social work in the working-class com-
munities of Lower Silesia in the 1920s and 1930s – in which von Moltke and 

19	 Ibid., p. 542.
20	 Kohl states in his memoirs that the idea of St. Anne Mountain came directly from Bishop Nossol. See: H. Kohl, Ich wollte 

Deutschlands Einheit: Erinnerungen, Propyläen Verlag, Berlin, 1996.
21	 A. Franke, ‘Krzyżowa powtórnie odkryta. Jakie plany wobec Krzyżowej mieli Polacy i Niemcy w latach 1989–1990?’ [in:] 

Krzyżowa jako miejsce dialogu polsko-niemieckiego…, op. cit., pp. 21–22.
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other future members of the Kreisau Circle were also involved – he is often 
regarded as the group’s spiritual patron.

In Poland, the attention of historians was drawn to Krzyżowa and the 
group of conspirators associated with von Moltke as early as the 1970s and 
1980s by Karol Jonca, a long-time professor at the University of Wrocław. In his 
research, Jonca explored in depth the topic of anti-Hitler opposition in Nazi 
Germany. He was also part of a circle that, from the 1970s onward – with sup-
port from the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, among others – undertook efforts 
to preserve the remaining structures of the von Moltke estate in Krzyżowa.22 
One of the outcomes of the June 1989 seminar was a joint appeal addressed to 
Poland’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs calling for the establishment of an inter-
national conference centre in Krzyżowa, as well as a museum of European 
resistance movements. This idea was supported by the von Moltke family and, 
alongside figures from the Wrocław-based Catholic Intelligentsia Club – led 
by chairwoman Ewa Unger and Michał Czapliński – was shaped from the be-
ginning by individuals such as Ludwig Mehlhorn, a democratic activist from 
East Germany, Stephan Steinlein, later a German diplomat, and Wolfgang 
Ullmann, a theologian and politician. Thus, when the controversy over the 
mass at St. Anne Mountain erupted shortly before finalising the preparations 
for Kohl’s November visit to Poland, the ‘backup’ plan of Krzyżowa had already 
reached a fairly advanced stage.

The reconciliation mass

The mass in Krzyżowa took place on 12 November, during the second part of 
Kohl’s visit, which had been abruptly interrupted on the evening of 9 No-
vember – the very first day after his arrival in Warsaw – due to unexpected 
developments in Berlin. Following the announcement of the opening of bor-
der crossings – delivered under somewhat unclear circumstances by Günter 
Schabowski, the new spokesperson of East Germany’s ruling Socialist Unity 
Party – crowds of Berliners rushed to the so-called Berlin Wall, effectively 
bringing down the decades-long border dividing the two German states in 
a single night. In response to these developments, Kohl decided to suspend 
his visit to Poland and return to Bonn. The mass in Krzyżowa, held three days 
later, thus took place in a radically changed context. One could even say – in an 
entirely new era. Many politicians in Europe, Kohl foremost among them, began 

22	 K. Ruchniewicz, ‘Opozycja antyhitlerowska i  jej recepcja w Polsce’ [in:] Krzyżowa jako miejsce dialogu polsko-niemiec-
kiego…, op. cit., pp. 81, 83–84.
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to realise that the events in Berlin had set off an irreversible chain reaction that 
would inevitably lead to the issue of German reunification being put on the table. 
Along with this, a whole series of fundamental questions emerged regarding 
the future order in Europe, including the recognition of the Polish–German 
border – a fundamental matter which Kohl had consistently left unresolved.

Despite the unexpected changes unfolding in Europe, the core objectives of 
Kohl’s symbolic policy remained unchanged – and Krzyżowa was key to achiev-
ing them. On this point, Kohl did not waver in his determination. Yet from 
the very beginning, he maintained a certain level of suspicion towards the 
intentions of his Polish partners. When, on the evening before the meeting in 
Krzyżowa, it became clear that the German delegation’s flight from Warsaw to 
Wrocław could not proceed because of persistent fog, this was interpreted as 
a possible act of sabotage by the Polish side. In the end, however, the German 
delegation arrived after an overnight journey by coach.

As Kohl stated in his memoirs: “For me, this was one of the most important 
moments on the visit’s agenda. Krzyżowa is a powerful symbol of a different, 
better Germany – even in the darkest chapter of our history. The Kreisau Cir-
cle brought together remarkable Germans, men and women, who joined this 
organisation to devise ways of overcoming National Socialism and establishing 
a just peace in Europe. (…) It was certainly no coincidence that a large number 
of the now few surviving members of the Kreisau Circle – most of whom were 
executed on Hitler’s scaffold – later aligned themselves with the CDU. Nearly 
all of the 52 signatories of the Berlin founding proclamation, led by Andreas 
Hermes, had been persecuted by the Nazi regime. The Berlin founding dec-
laration of the CDU – one of two founding documents of my party, alongside 
the Cologne proclamation – is therefore strongly imbued with the ideology of 
the Kreisau Circle. This is why Krzyżowa is not only a historically important 
place for Germany but also, for me, the birthplace of the worldview of Christian 
democracy. The members of the Kreisau Circle longed for a peaceful Europe 
that would rediscover its roots in Western culture. I wanted Count Moltke’s 
estate to become the site of a Polish–German meeting, and for that meeting to 
be infused with the spirit of reconciliation. Prime Minister Mazowiecki and 
I intended to launch this process by jointly participating in a German–Polish 
service”.23

There was, without doubt, a strong political will on Kohl’s part to make 
Krzyżowa – the original initiative of a group of Catholic and Protestant in-
tellectuals from Poland, East Germany, and West Germany in the 1970s and 
1980s – the foundation of what he himself saw as the idea of Polish–German 

23	 H. Kohl, Ich wollte Deutschlands Einheit…, op. cit.
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reconciliation. A place, as he put it, where “everything can begin anew”.24 
Mazowiecki, who himself came from the circles of the Catholic Intelligentsia 
Clubs and the Więź community, undoubtedly supported this idea. However, 
the driving force behind Krzyżowa – if only for financial reasons – clearly lay 
with the German side. The goals included restoring the von Moltke estate in 
Krzyżowa, turning it into a site of remembrance, and establishing an inter-
national meeting centre. These objectives were made possible through several 
key developments: the establishment of the Krzyżowa Foundation for Mutual 
Understanding in Europe; the transfer of ownership of the Krzyżowa estate 
(formerly a state-owned agricultural farm) to the Catholic Intelligentsia Club – 
later passed on to the Foundation; and the allocation of approximately 8 million 
Deutsche Marks by the Foundation for Polish–German Cooperation.25

At its very core, the policy of reconciliation so strongly declared by Kohl 
during his visit to Poland in November 1989 harboured a fundamental disso-
nance – a false note – that would later contribute to the failure of the recon-
ciliation project in Polish–German relations. Krzyżowa itself, as both the site 
and symbol of this reconciliation, also carried contradictions that could not 
easily be overlooked. This highlighted the difficulty – and risk – of harnessing 
a complex past in the service of practical political goals, which can generate 
further problems rather than pave the way for resolving them. Despite many 
lofty words, it seems that even Kohl’s main partner in the carefully choreo-
graphed act of Polish–German reconciliation in Krzyżowa – Prime Minister 
Tadeusz Mazowiecki – must have recognised that dissonant note, regardless 
of his personal ties and sympathies with colleagues from the Wrocław Catholic 
Intelligentsia Club. As Dieter Bingen would observe years later from the Ger-
man side, in reference to the reconciliation mass in Krzyżowa: “It is possible 
that the Federal Chancellor, carried away by the symbolism of the place, failed 
to notice that Mazowiecki gave the impression of being a guest compelled to 
visit foreign territory, where Silesian Germans were welcoming Kohl as ‘our 
chancellor’”.26 At the time, everyone watching the handshake between Kohl 
and Mazowiecki in Krzyżowa could clearly sense that air of unease – although 
many later made a concerted effort to forget it.

24	 Ibid.
25	 W. Wieczorek, ‘Przesłanie Krzyżowej’ [in:] W.  Pięciak (ed.), Polacy i Niemcy pół wieku później, Wydawnictwo Znak, 

Kraków 1996, p. 127.
26	 D. Bingen, Polityka Republiki Bońskiej wobec Polski, op. cit., p. 246.
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Prime Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki and Chancellor Helmut Kohl exchange the sign of peace during  
the Reconciliation Mass in Krzyżowa (12 November 1989).
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Four themes of Kohl’s historical policy towards Poland

In the 1990s, the policy of understanding and reconciliation was a core element 
of unified Germany’s approach to relations with Poland. It was pursued until 
1998 by the governments of Helmut Kohl and then – within a visibly shifting 
German policy – by the cabinet led by the Social Democratic Chancellor Ger-
hard Schröder. A particularly important role in these efforts was played by 
German political foundations, especially the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, 
which at the time focused, among other things, on cooperation with Catholic 
circles and sections of the Polish Catholic Church episcopate. Numerous in-
stitutions established by the German government or created through bilateral 
agreements also contributed to this agenda. From the outset, Krzyżowa was an 
important part of this institutional system supporting Germany’s politics of 
symbolism and reconciliation in its relations with Poland. Yet Krzyżowa never 
became a significant point of reference for either the German or Polish public. 
Nor, with the benefit of three decades of hindsight since 1989, can one say that 
the changes in mutual relations between the two nations may meaningfully be 
described in terms of reconciliation. Diverging understandings and perceptions 
of the past, fundamental differences in national interests, contrasting value 
systems, and a sense – especially on the Polish side – of not being treated as an 
equal partner, particularly on historically sensitive issues, have repeatedly led 
(and continue to lead) to open conflict in Polish–German relations. Above all, 
however, it seems that the politics of symbols and reconciliation at the turn of 
the 1980s and 1990s – especially when understood as a top-down, pedagogical 
approach to society in the form of ‘civic education’, widely regarded as char-
acteristic of West Germany’s political culture – ultimately failed to meet the 
moral expectations placed upon it, particularly by the elites and communities 
in both Germany and Poland committed to the idea of reconciliation.

It is therefore worth taking a closer look at this phenomenon – the triumph 
of politics over the moral dimension of reconciliation – using the example of 
Helmut Kohl’s policy of symbolism and reconciliation towards Poland during 
the turning point of 1989.

First theme: history as a political instrument – does the end justify the means?
Kohl’s policy of rapprochement with Poland stemmed from his deeply held 
personal convictions about German history and his commitment to a specific 
politics of symbolism. In this respect, he fundamentally differed from his suc-
cessor, Gerhard Schröder. Kohl linked his personal historical perspective to 
two political goals that were central from the German point of view: the reuni-
fication of the German state and the deeper integration of Europe. In this sense, 
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his historical policy, together with the imperative of reconciliation, became 
an immensely important and useful tool.

As previously outlined, Kohl was guided by specific personal beliefs re-
garding history. His stance could be summarised as follows: although Germans 
committed horrific crimes during the war – something no one today would 
deny – there were also other Germans who resisted evil and became its victims. 
According to Kohl, West Germany – and, on the political stage, the Christian 
Democrats in particular – represented the tradition of those ‘other’ Germans, 
who ultimately overcame their own dark history and, in doing so, contributed to 
overcoming the troubled history of Europe itself. On that basis, they were also 
entitled to expect others to accept the reality of reunification and the rightful 
place of a united Germany in Europe. For Kohl, the example of Franco-German 
reconciliation – with the Élysée Treaty as its political foundation – was also 
highly significant. He regarded it as a model that, after the Cold War, should 
likewise be adopted in Polish–German relations. This gave rise to the claim 
that Poland was to be seen as “our France in the East” – a phrase frequently 
repeated by Christian Democratic politicians in the 1990s.27

Historical facts did not always have to align precisely with the main 
narratives and symbols of Kohl’s policy of reconciliation with Poland. They 
played a more ‘subordinate’ role, and could therefore be simplified or adapted 
as required. For example, as Kohl constructed his political identity as the 
direct heir to Konrad Adenauer, he also sought to link his own policy of rec-
onciliation to Adenauer’s legacy. Kohl wished to be seen as Adenauer’s sole 
legitimate successor in this domain as well. As his adviser Horst Teltschik 
noted: “With regard to Poland, Helmut Kohl always saw himself as a continu-
ator of Konrad Adenauer, who, already in his first government declaration in 
1949, named reconciliation with Poland – alongside reconciliation with Israel 
and France – as one of the main objectives of German foreign policy”.28 Kohl 
would later repeat this claim in his memoirs: “In one of his first speeches in the 
Bundestag, Konrad Adenauer named three countries with which the Federal 
Republic of Germany, due to its painful past, must develop special relations: 
France, Israel, and Poland. With France and Israel we succeeded in building 
new bridges – bridges that turned out to be remarkably durable. In the case of 
Poland, much still remained to be done”.29

Both of the above statements serve as clear examples of the political con-
structivism that was characteristic of Helmut Kohl’s historical policy. In reality, 
the phrase attributed to Adenauer was a loose construction – an interpretation 

27	 R. Freudenstein, ‘Deutschland und Polen am Beginn des 21. Jahrhundert’, Politische Meinung 12/2002, p. 29.
28	 H. Teltschik, 329 Tage Innenansichten der Einigung, Siedler, Berlin 1991.
29	 H. Kohl, Ich wollte Deutschlands Einheit…, op. cit.
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rather than a documented statement – and as far as is known, he never offi-
cially uttered these words. In his first government address to the Bundestag 
in Bonn on 20 September 1949, the speech referenced by Teltschik, what ac-
tually appears is a strong declaration refusing to recognise the Oder–Neisse 
line and the loss of Germany’s former eastern territories, combined with 
the federal government’s readiness to establish peaceful relations with its 
eastern neighbours, particularly the Soviet Union and Poland. To suggest, 
therefore, that from the very beginning of the Federal Republic’s existence 
its authorities had given equal priority to reconciliation with France, Israel, 
and Poland – and that Kohl, after 1989, was merely fulfilling this ‘inviolable 
principle’ of German foreign policy – is nothing more than a political narrative 
constructed for the occasion.

A similarly flexible approach to facts can be seen in Kohl’s earlier claim 
that German Christian Democracy – led by him – was from the outset deeply 
shaped by the ideology of the Kreisau Circle, or even that Krzyżowa repre-
sented the birthplace of the CDU’s worldview. It is difficult to fully support 
such a thesis, given that members of the German Christian Democratic 
Union included individuals deeply involved in collaboration with the Nazi 
regime – perhaps most strikingly Hans Globke, Adenauer’s right-hand man 
and co-author of the Nuremberg Laws, and Theodor Oberländer, a federal 
minister in Adenauer’s government. Moreover, compared with other parties 
on the German political scene, the proportion of individuals with active pasts 
in the Nazi Party was particularly high within the CDU – especially at the 
Bundestag and regional parliament levels. Furthermore, the narrative made 
no mention of the CDU’s responsibility for obstructing, at both federal and 
regional levels, the prosecution of those responsible for crimes committed 
during the occupation of Poland.

The problem with the reconciliation policy that Kohl directed towards 
Poland in 1989 was that it was built on certain assumptions and objectives 
regarded as self-evident and non-negotiable. The chancellor had a clear and 
fixed idea from the outset of what its content and form should be. This vision 
was shaped almost entirely by the German historical and political agenda, 
making little or no allowance for the possibility that the Polish side might have 
different priorities or understandings. As a result, when open disagreements 
arose – such as in the case of St. Anne Mountain – they were unilaterally 
interpreted as having been inspired either by representatives of the former 
communist regime in Poland or by Polish nationalists. This meant that Kohl’s 
reconciliation policy primarily served Germany’s domestic and foreign policy 
interests. From this perspective, not only the Polish partner’s point of view 
but also the past itself became secondary considerations. In the hands of the 
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chancellor, history became a malleable instrument, subordinated to higher 
objectives – defined, of course, by the political logic of Bonn.

Second theme: the order of priorities
The ambiguity in the hierarchy of priorities in Germany’s reconciliation policy 
towards Poland in 1989 was clearly illustrated by the mass in Krzyżowa. What, 
in fact, was the main purpose of this event for the German government? Why 
did it attach such importance to this particular part of Kohl’s visit to Poland – 
and previously to the idea of the meeting at St Anne Mountain? Why was the 
meeting considered so significant that, when the flight to Wrocław was can-
celled, the German delegation chose to travel overnight by coach from Warsaw 
to Krzyżowa to ensure that this part of the agenda would proceed? Was the 
priority truly that single handshake of reconciliation with the Polish prime 
minister before German television cameras?

The question therefore arises: in Krzyżowa, was the German government’s 
real priority genuine reconciliation with the Poles – or rather the advancement 
of its own agenda in Poland, namely the issues of the German minority, Ger-
man-language place names, and the protection of German memorial sites, all 
framed as conditions for continued cooperation with the Polish government, 
and particularly as a message to the German electorate? It is worth recalling that 
the Polish side also made attempts – both before and after 4 June – to introduce 
elements into the visit’s agenda that reflected Poland’s own priorities, above all 
the border and reparations. However, the German side firmly rejected these 
proposals.30 Kohl’s and Teltschik’s memoirs, as well as Polish documents from 
the visit’s preparatory phase, clearly suggest that for the German side the mass 
in Krzyżowa – or, as initially planned, at St. Anne Mountain – was primarily 
intended as an opportunity for the chancellor to meet the German population 
of Silesia. The presence of the Polish prime minister further invested the event 
with the symbolism of Polish–German reconciliation.

As a result, the service held on 12 November in the courtyard of the ruined 
von Moltke family estate in Krzyżowa was attended predominantly by members 
of the German minority, many of whom held banners prepared especially for 
the occasion, welcoming Kohl as ‘our chancellor’. The Polish government del-
egation and members of the Catholic Intelligentsia Club were also present, but 
the imbalance in representation between the two sides was striking. Moreover, 
the Polish public – who had long been told by the communist authorities, in-
cluding through the government spokesperson Jerzy Urban under Mieczysław 
Rakowski’s cabinet, that there was no German minority in Poland and that 

30	 Polska wobec zjednoczenia Niemiec 1989–1991…, op. cit.
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any suggestion of its existence was a provocation – was completely unprepared 
for the images broadcast from Krzyżowa on national television. These images 
undoubtedly created confusion and uncertainty among the Polish population. 
They sent a clear message that, for Bonn, the issue of the German minority was 
a precondition for reconciliation (in reality, it was a condition for providing 
financial assistance to Warsaw), and they naturally raised questions about 
what Poland’s expectations were with regard to reconciliation – especially as 
issues such as border recognition or wartime reparations had disappeared 
entirely from the agenda of Kohl’s visit.

This conflation of two matters – placing the still highly sensitive topic of 
German minority rights, from the perspective of broad Polish public opinion, 
within the religious context of reconciliation symbolised by the Krzyżowa 
service – was bound to create an impression of ‘moral blackmail’, resulting in 
a highly tense atmosphere. Evidence of an awareness of this uncomfortable 
ambiguity can be found in the fact that, at the very beginning of the mass, Bish-
op Alfons Nossol of Opole, who was officiating, asked the German participants 
to take down their banners.31 Under such circumstances, the Polish prime 
minister had every reason to feel like a guest compelled to attend an event on 
what appeared to be foreign ground.

Third theme: the search for the ‘good Germany’
In Kohl’s politics of symbolism, former battle sites between nations were 
always the ideal stage on which contemporary leaders could shake hands in 
a gesture of reconciliation. St. Anne Mountain fit perfectly into this concept. 
Krzyżowa, on the other hand, was not directly linked – either historically or 
ideologically – to reconciliation between Germans and Poles. Instead, it related 
to another issue central to Germany’s historical policy: the German resistance 
movement and the plot to assassinate Hitler in July 1944. It is therefore no 
coincidence that, from the very beginning of plans to establish Krzyżowa as 
a venue for European and Polish–German meetings, the intention was also 
to tell the story of ‘European resistance movements against Nazi Germany’.

Krzyżowa was meant to bring together two themes: Polish–German rec-
onciliation and the German resistance against Hitler, presenting both as part 
of a broader European phenomenon – the fight against Nazism. This allowed 
Germany to step out of the role of sole perpetrator and stand alongside the 
liberators. This approach to historical reinterpretation was later expressed 
openly and fully – most notably in 2004 – by then-Chancellor Gerhard Schröder. 

31	 M.  Szurlej, ‘Jak doszło do mszy pojednania w  Krzyżowej?’ [in:] Krzyżowa jako miejsce dialogu polsko-niemieckiego…, 
op. cit., pp. 27–30.
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He equated the conspirators who attempted to assassinate Hitler at the Wolf ’s 
Lair in July 1944 with the Warsaw insurgents of August 1944, claiming that both 
groups had fought for the liberation of Europe.32 In Poland, this comparison 
triggered a wave of criticism and provoked a series of publications uncovering 
uncomfortable anti-Polish elements in the biographies of the 20 July conspir-
ators, including Claus von Stauffenberg and those around him. Critics argued 
that within this circle it is difficult to find anyone who had opposed the Nazi 
aggression against Poland in 1939 or the wars of annexation and occupation 
launched by Hitler in the early years of the Second World War – at least not 
until Germany began clearly to lose and thoughts of probable defeat, and the 
need to find a way out, began to emerge.33

Krzyżowa therefore intertwined a number of complex issues in a problem-
atic way: Polish–German reconciliation, perceptions of the German resistance 
against Hitler, and the broader question of the existence of a ‘good Germany’. 
Dieter Bingen, in his book, complained that Poles were unfamiliar with the his-
tory of the German opposition to Hitler and attributed this to the anti-German 
propaganda instilled in them by the communist authorities. “The resistance 
movement in Germany was taboo there”, he wrote, adding: “According to the 
general belief at the time – also among democratic elites – the dissidents from 
the Kreisau Circle had no direct impact on Poland’s fate”.34 It is also true that, 
according to the account of Mieczysław Pszon, when during the preparations 
for Kohl’s visit he first suggested Krzyżowa to Horst Teltschik as a solution 
to the controversy surrounding St. Anne Mountain, it turned out that the 
chancellor’s adviser had never heard of the place.35 At that time, the subject 
of the German resistance movement was familiar only to a narrow circle of 
historians in Germany and had not yet become a widely discussed social or 
political issue. The figures considered by a wide public as symbols of resistance 
and defiance against Nazi Germany were in Germany not Claus von Stauffen-
berg, but rather former chancellor Willy Brandt, Thomas Mann, or Marlene 
Dietrich – individuals who, however, for a long time, were also subjected to 
public ostracism in West Germany as traitors for their wartime stances.

This situation, however, was gradually expected to change thanks to 
the new historical policy initiated by Kohl as early as the mid-1980s. Key 

32	 Rede von Bundeskanzler Gerhard Schröder in der Feierstunde zum Gedenken an den Widerstand gegen die National-
sozialistische Gewaltherrschaft am 20. Juli 2004 in Berlin, Bulletin der Bundesregierung 71–2, 20 July 2004.

33	 T.  Szarota, ‘Zamach Stauffenberga z  polskiej perspektywy’, Rzeczpospolita, Plus Minus supplement, 24 July 2004; 
P. Semka, ‘Nie musimy czcić Stauffenberga’, Rzeczpospolita, Plus Minus supplement, 14 February 2009.

34	 D. Bingen, Polityka Republiki Bońskiej wobec Polski, op. cit., from p. 245.
35	 “I  told him that all our work would be blown to hell. That we had achieved our goal – and with good results for both 

sides – and now everything would be wasted because of the obstinacy over St. Anne Mountain. I asked him not to say 
anything to anyone for the time being, but that we would propose Krzyżowa. He had never heard of Krzyżowa in his life…” 
(the knowledge of modern history among Germans is appalling). See: Polacy i Niemcy pół wieku później, op. cit., p. 543.
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components of this policy included the politics of symbols and acts of recon-
ciliation, as well as the search for and promotion of the concept of ‘the good 
Germany’ and the reorientation of Germany’s post-war historical identity – 
an identity in which responsibility for Nazi crimes was no longer to be the 
sole central point of reference. The history of the German resistance against 
Hitler was particularly well-suited to serve this purpose. Therefore, after 
1989 – thanks to the political efforts of the federal government, along with 
media, diplomatic, and academic initiatives, as well as exhibitions and new 
museums – this resistance found an important place in the public awareness 
and collective memory of the reunified German state. It became a form of 
evidence for the existence of a ‘better Germany’ that stood in opposition to 
Nazism in its broadest sense. The production and publicity surrounding the 
2008 film Valkyrie, about Stauffenberg, can also be seen as a kind of symbolic 
culmination and success of all those efforts and initiatives, first led by Bonn 
and later by Berlin.

From the Polish point of view, speaking of the ‘German resistance move-
ment’ during the Second World War understandably evoked a sense of dis-
tance – or even disagreement – especially when compared with the Polish 
Underground State. The scale of the two phenomena was simply incomparable, 
just as later comparisons between the democratic opposition in former East 
Germany and the multi-million-strong Solidarity movement in Poland were 
also disproportionate. But it was not only a matter of scale – it also concerned 
fundamentally different motivations. Krzyżowa, in this regard, was a com-
pelling case study and offered a strong pretext for initiating an honest and 
thorough discussion about the Polish and German experiences of resisting 
Nazi totalitarianism. Yet such a discussion never materialised, because the 
issue was closely tied to the matter of Polish–German reconciliation – an 
overriding political goal advanced by Germany, which was the significantly 
stronger partner at the time. While this undoubtedly helped Kohl achieve his 
historical policy objectives, it could not gain broad positive reception within 
Polish society. This was not necessarily due to ignorance or prejudice, but rather 
to a widespread sense that this approach amounted to a politically motivated 
blurring of fundamental differences between the Polish and German experi-
ences under Nazi totalitarianism.

The resistance movement and opposition in Nazi Germany were neither 
homogeneous in nature – though united in their opposition to Hitler and his 
policies – nor did they possess a broader social dimension. For this reason, the 
term ‘German resistance movement’ may be considered something of an over-
statement. Different forms of opposition within Nazi Germany – such as the 
White Rose student group led by the Scholl siblings, or the figure of Dietrich 
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Bonhoeffer, an Evangelical pastor – must be treated separately. Bonhoeffer’s 
stance of resistance, in particular, later played an important role in the 1970s 
among intellectual circles of Polish Catholics associated with Więź and the 
Clubs of Catholic Intelligentsia, largely thanks to the work of Anna Morawska. 
These were distinct phenomena, unquestionably demonstrating individual 
courage and genuine defiance.

Something quite different, however, was the more systemic resistance of 
circles centred around military officers, diplomats, clergy, or the aristocracy. 
These were groups engaged in opposition to Hitler’s policies, attempting to 
formulate a conceptual counterweight and seeking contact with potential part-
ners for negotiating future peace terms among decision-makers in the United 
Kingdom and the United States. When speaking of such systemic opposition, 
one may identify two main currents: the conservative-liberal one, centred 
around figures such as the monarchist politician Carl Friedrich Goerdeler, 
Wehrmacht co-founder General Ludwig Beck, and diplomat Ulrich von Hassell; 
and the Christian-social current, which found expression particularly in the 
Kreisau Circle, whose leaders included Count Helmuth James von Moltke and 
diplomat Adam von Trott zu Solz. The first current clearly drew on the political 
legacy of Otto von Bismarck and his great-power Realpolitik, and culturally on 
the philosophical concepts of Stefan George, while the second was more closely 
tied to the legacy of the idealist political thought of Theobald von Bethmann 
Hollweg and to interwar peace movements such as Richard Coudenhove-Kaler-
gi’s Pan-European movement.36 These two currents began cooperating from 
the end of 1941. Within these contacts, differing views clashed over how the 
war should end and what the future of Germany should look like – until their 
shared fate was sealed with the failed assassination attempt on Hitler on 20 July 
1944, followed by a wave of arrests and executions.

Despite differences in their positions, opposition circles were united by 
certain shared issues and experiences, including above all the political legacy 
of the Second Reich (the German Empire unified in 1871), the defeat in the First 
World War and the sense of injustice inflicted by the Treaty of Versailles in 
1918, a critical assessment of the political and social situation of the Weimar 
Republic, and finally, opposition to the nature of the war and the policies pur-
sued by Hitler. A shared concern was also the question of Germany’s future in 
Europe as a Reich. There was broad agreement that Hitler’s war could not be 
won and was leading the country towards catastrophe. Therefore, everything 
had to be done to ensure that the Reich survived as a European great power and, 

36	 K. Hildebrand, ‘Die ostpolitischen Vorstellungen im deutschen Widerstand’ [in:] Schriftenreihe zu Widerstandsbewegun-
gen in nationalsozialistischen Deutschland und in Polen während des Zweiten Weltkrieges, Georg-Eckert-Institut für Inter-
nationale Schulbuchforschung, 1977, p. 32.
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at the same time, as a third force positioned between the two non-continental 
powers – Great Britain allied with the Americans and Russia. It was believed 
that peace could be negotiated with the former, on the condition that Hitler be 
removed from power, whereas the latter – due to the mortal threat posed by 
Russian communism to Europe – had to be opposed. In this context, the views 
of the opposition regarding the place of Poland and the broader region of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe in Europe were also shaped. These views drew on the 
tradition of Friedrich Naumann’s Mitteleuropa and Carl Schmitt’s large-space 
thinking.37 Poland’s right to statehood within borders acceptable to Germany 
was not questioned, nor was that of other countries in the region; however, 
it was assumed that their existence would be within a European system inte-
grated by the Reich as the continent’s central power – as a geopolitical buffer 
against communist Russia and an economic base for the German economy. Thus, 
in the opposition’s thinking about the post-war European order, a hegemonic 
vision of the Reich clearly dominated.

In the case of Krzyżowa, these approaches were in fact more diverse, 
because alongside traditional reasoning in terms of Realpolitik, there were 
also strongly present idealistic assumptions of social and Christian thought. 
Therefore, in the concepts of Europe developed by the Kreisau Circle, on the 
one hand we find: an emphasis on the tradition of the German Reich reaching 
back to the Middle Ages as a central political and territorial category; plans 
for post-war Germany within the borders of 1918 or 1937; thinking of Germa-
ny in large-space terms; and, for example, the assertion that because of their 
fragmentation, economic weakness, and their tendency toward national-
ist expansionism and revanchism against Germany, the nations and states 
(mainly Slavic) of Central and Eastern Europe must be included in the German 
sphere of influence in order to prevent them from being taken over by Russia 
or Greate Britain and the US.38 On the other hand – particularly in the case of 
James von Moltke – there is a noticeable individual attempt at a different way 
of thinking, based on the conviction that the experience of war and Nazism 
represented for Germany a gateway to conversion towards Christian values. 
However, according to him, the realisation of this scenario required not the 
survival of the Reich, but its complete defeat, which would open the path to 
building Europe on new foundations – no longer on the traditional political 
categories of state and nation, but instead invoking the ideas of eternal law, 

37	 F. Naumann, Central Europe, P. S. King & Son, London 1916; C. Schmitt, Völkerrechtliche Großraumordnung mit Interven-
tionsverbot für raumfremde Mächte, Duncker & Humblot, Berlin 2009.

38	 R. Bleistein (ed.), Dossier: Kreisauer Kreis. Dokumente aus dem Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus, J. Knecht 1987, 
pp. 129, 176, 250–252, 344–346.
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human dignity, social justice, and family.39 Von Moltke also assumed that as 
a result of defeat, Germany might lose some of its territories, such as Silesia 
or East Prussia.

In the context of the main question that concerns us here – namely, wheth-
er it was appropriate to link the issue of German opposition to Hitler with the 
matter of reconciliation in Polish–German relations – the decisive assessment 
appears to be that of German historian Klaus Hildebrand. Analysing the 
manifestoes of the two main opposition groups in Nazi Germany, with regard 
to Central and Eastern Europe, he concludes that “neither group, it seems, 
assessed the current situation in Europe primarily from the perspective of 
the nations affected by the [Hitler] war and their needs”.40 Recognising that 
German resistance groups were to serve as the starting point for implementing 
a reconciliation policy in Polish–German relations undoubtedly suited the aims 
of Kohl’s historical policy – above all, the search for a ‘good Germany’. At the 
same time, however, it meant that once again the German historical agenda 
unilaterally formed the basis for the politics of reconciliation. This was far 
more convenient and advantageous for the German side than, for instance, 
attempting to base such a policy on the Polish Underground State, the German 
occupation of Poland, or the Warsaw Uprising.

Fourth theme: reconciliation without reparation
A key factor weighing most heavily on Kohl’s policy of reconciliation and 
understanding was the positions taken by the German authorities regarding 
reparations and compensation for Poland and the Polish people for the losses 
suffered as a result of the Second World War and the occupation. Kohl consist-
ently pursued the concept of reconciliation without reparation. In this respect, 
the chancellor was by no means exceptional. He followed the line adopted by all 
previous governments of the Federal Republic since 1949. Without exaggeration, 
it can be said that the authorities in Bonn consistently acted to avoid paying 
compensation to Poland for individual victims of Nazi Germany – Polish citizens. 
The political shift of 1989 did not bring any change to the German position on 
this matter. If we add to this the fact that, with only a few exceptions, German 
war criminals benefited in the Federal Republic from legal and institutional 
protection by the state, then all these circumstances cast German reconcilia-
tion policy towards Poland in a very unfavourable light. Moreover, successive 
German governments, both before and after reunification, took virtually no 
action to change this situation.

39	 Ibid., pp. 278–299.
40	 K. Hildebrand, Die ostpolitischen Vorstellungen im deutschen Widerstand, op. cit., p. 45.
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Reparation as a general demand in Polish–German relations encompasses 
a complex set of issues. When speaking of reparations, we may refer to dif-
ferent forms of indirect symbolic and material compensation, restitution of 
stolen property, rehabilitation of victims, humanitarian aid, or support for 
reconstruction. However, at the core of this issue lie two primary matters: 
reparations and compensation, which must be treated separately. The first 
was tied to the decisions of the victorious powers towards defeated Germany, 
and thus concerns obligations imposed under international law. The second, 
as it turned out, became a matter of internal German legislation arising from 
the provisions of the so-called Transition Agreement concluded between the 
Federal Republic of Germany and the three Western powers, obliging West 
Germany in the 1950s to adopt compensation legislation for “victims of National 
Socialist persecution”.41 In other words, the Western victorious powers decided 
to end the occupation of Germany and to resolve the issue of Germany’s pre-
war and wartime debts – including the final settlement of reparations – only 
with the reunification of Germany and the signing of a peace treaty, on the 
condition that Bonn would properly regulate the issue of compensation for 
victims of Nazi Germany on its own.

As for the reparations imposed on Germany, the Potsdam Conference of 
1945 did not specify their amount and postponed the final, comprehensive res-
olution of this matter until the conclusion of a peace treaty. This postponement 
was later often used by West German governments as a convenient argument 
to deflect Polish claims directed at Bonn.

According to German doctrine, the Bonn government could not undertake 
obligations on behalf of the entire German state and nation; therefore, the 
realisation of any claims could only occur within the framework of a com-
prehensive peace settlement, including the reunification of Germany. At the 
Potsdam Conference, it was agreed that countries would receive reparations 
from Germany through the mediation of the major powers – Poland via the 
USSR, and the remaining countries via the USA and the United Kingdom. 
Between 1945 and 1953, Germany did in fact pay war reparations in this way, 
mostly in the form of goods and commodities. Poland fared poorly under these 
arrangements. The agreement with the USSR stipulated that the Soviets would 
pass on to Poland 15% of the reparations they received from Germany. Addi-
tionally, Poland was burdened by the so-called coal deal, that is, the mandatory 
resale of coal to the USSR at extremely reduced prices.42 Ultimately, in 1953, 

41	 J. Barcz, B.  Jałowiecki, J. Kranz, Między pamięcią a odpowiedzialnością, Wydawnictwo Prawo i Praktyka Gospodarcza, 
Warszawa 2004, p. 37.

42	 S. Żerko, ‘Reparacje i odszkodowania w stosunkach między Polską a RFN (zarys historyczny)’, IZ Policy Papers no. 22(I), 
Instytut Zachodni, Poznań 2017, pp. 13–14.
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Moscow forced Bolesław Bierut’s government to officially renounce further 
claims to German reparations. At the same time, reparations deliveries to 
other countries also effectively ended under the so-called London Agreement, 
which concerned German debts from before and after the Second World War. 
The escalating Cold War meant that neither the United States nor the USSR was 
interested in further financially burdening West Germany or East Germany 
with reparations. In this situation, the governments of the Federal Republic 
of Germany were able to argue that the matter had been essentially resolved 
by the great powers and that its final settlement would, in any case, be the 
subject of a future peace conference.

The situation looked different, however, when it came to compensation. In 
this area, responsibility was clearly assigned by the Allies to the government 
and legislature of the Federal Republic of Germany. On this basis, in the 1950s, 
West Germany passed a series of compensation laws, which primarily applied 
to German victims and Jewish victims who had previously held German citi-
zenship. At the turn of the 1950s and 1960s, Western countries pressured West 
Germany to provide compensation to their own citizens. In contrast, victims 
living behind the Iron Curtain – in Central and Eastern Europe, where the most 
serious crimes were committed during the war and occupation – were com-
pletely excluded from this compensation system. The same applied to victims 
of forced labour in Nazi Germany – altogether approximately 9 million people.43

If anyone took at face value the suggestions that the issue of reparations 
and compensation would be comprehensively and definitively resolved with 
the signing of a peace treaty, or that – as normalisation progressed in relations 
between West Germany and Eastern Bloc states, first in 1970 and then again 
in 1989 – German compensation legislation would be extended to victims from 
Central and Eastern Europe, they were bound to feel deeply disappointed. 
On the issue of reparations, the German authorities maintained that the Polish 
People’s Republic had effectively renounced all claims in this regard in 1953. 
Additionally, Kohl succeeded in definitively convincing George H.W. Bush 
that the foundation for German reunification should not be a peace treaty, but 
rather a 2+4 international agreement. As a result, all the solemn declarations 
repeated over decades – that the claims arising from losses in the Second World 
War would be finally settled in a peace treaty – were cast aside in favour of the 
objective of German reunification.44 Moreover, when Bush pointed out that this 

43	 J. Kranz, ‘Rokowania wielostronne z Niemcami – od końca 1998 r. do 17 lipca 2000 r.’ [in:] J. Barcz, B. Jałowiecki, J. Kranz, 
Między pamięcią a odpowiedzialnością, op. cit., pp. 29–41.

44	 S. Żerko, ‘Sprawa niemieckich odszkodowań za II wojnę światową w stosunkach między Polska a RFN do 1991 r.’ [in:] 
Colloquium quarterly, Heroes of Westerplatte Naval Academy, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, vol. 11, no. 3 
(2019), p. 120.
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might provoke objections, for example from Warsaw, Kohl engaged in outright 
manipulation by stating: “We have already paid 150 billion Deutsche Marks to 
Poland, Israel, and individual people. We will not pay more, fifty years after 
the war”.45 From the rest of the conversation with Bush, it becomes clear that 
one of the main motives behind Kohl’s push for the 2+4 format and his rejection 
of a peace treaty was to close the door to any further financial claims against 
a unified Germany. In fact, as Kohl openly admitted in a telephone conversa-
tion with Tadeusz Mazowiecki on 23 February 1990 – literally one day before 
the Camp David meeting – he said: “I will not take part in negotiations where 
Germans are seated and a peace congress is judging them. This is not 1954 or 
1950. What I want is for us to achieve the unity of Germany in a peaceful way. 
In a way that ensures our neighbours will not be afraid. That everyone can live 
safely within their borders. (…) But I am not ready to take part in a conference 
where, for example, the issue of reparations is raised again. That is not up for 
discussion as far as I’m concerned”.46

And that is precisely what happened, with only minor exceptions to the 
rule. Subsequent German governments maintained that victims from Poland 
were simply not eligible for compensation. Consequently, the modest sums that 
West Germany agreed to pay – in the 1970s, for example, to Polish victims of 
pseudo-medical experiments (100 million marks), while simultaneously refus-
ing similar support to former Polish prisoners of German camps, and later in 
1991 (500 million marks) under the Żabiński–Kastrup agreement (which, under 
West German pressure, was ultimately intended to bring an end to all Polish 
compensation claims against a unified Germany) – were always presented as 
humanitarian aid (ex gratia), rather than state reparations for Polish victims. 
There was, therefore, a glaring asymmetry in Germany’s approach, as payments 
to citizens of Western countries, to Israel, or to German nationals were always 
made in the form of actual compensation. This clear distinction was maintained 
by Berlin even in the late 1990s, during negotiations over reparations for those 
subjected to forced labour in Nazi Germany.

The category of victims in question was, in fact, never covered by West 
German compensation legislation. Moreover, neither the German government 
nor German industry felt responsible for resolving the issue of compensation 
for former forced labourers in Nazi Germany during the Second World War (the 
estimated number of forced labour victims was approximately 9 million people, 
including around 2 million from Poland). It was only in the 1990s, following 
lawsuits filed in American courts against the Federal Republic of Germany by 

45	 THe first Kohl–Bush meeting, Camp David, 24 February 1990.
46	 Transcript of the telephone conversation with Chancellor Kohl, 23 February 1990 [in:] Tadeusz Mazowiecki, Rok 1989 

i lata następne, Wydawnictwo Prószyński i S-ka, Warszawa 2012, p. 120.
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United States citizens who had been victims of forced labour, that a German–
American agreement was reached in 1995 to pay compensation to several 
hundred of those victims. This case contributed to increasing pressure on the 
German government (including from the US authorities) to finally resolve the 
issue of compensation for victims living in Central Europe and the territory 
of the former USSR. At the same time, beginning in 1998, a wave of lawsuits 
was filed in US courts against German companies. The Polish government also 
joined this effort, which is why Poland later became a party to international 
negotiations with Germany, concluded in the 2000 agreement on the payment 
of compensation to Polish victims of forced labour. This undoubted success of 
Jerzy Buzek’s cabinet and his team of negotiators was, however, accompanied 
by an openly expressed attitude of reluctance on the part of the Germans. 
As noted by Jerzy Kranz, who signed the final agreement with the government 
in Berlin, “the day I signed the Joint Statement in Berlin remains in my memory 
as one of relief, stemming from the successful conclusion of long-lasting ef-
forts, but also of distaste surrounding the atmosphere of the closing ceremony. 
(…) For example, the German organisers were reluctant to correct the Polish 
flag, which had been hung with the colours reversed. Nor was a representa-
tive of the victims from Central and Eastern Europe allowed to speak at the 
conclusion, and the countries of the region were forced to organise their own 
press conference, as the press conference of Count Lambsdorff and Secretary 
Eizenstat envisaged only passive participation of those countries. The entire 
closing ceremony was marked by elements indicating that the victims from 
Central and Eastern Europe had ended up there somewhat by accident”.47 This 
unfortunate atmosphere also found its epilogue in the scandal concerning the 
exchange rate adopted by the German side for converting the funds transferred 
to the Polish Reconciliation Foundation – one that was favourable to the German 
bank, but disadvantageous for Polish victims.48

Summary

In European and foreign policy – both that of West Germany and later of reuni-
fied Germany – historical policy has always been a key element of the nation’s 
soft power in relations with other countries. Focused on the political process-
ing of the issue of ‘German guilt’, it was meant to demonstrate the restored 
credibility and responsibility of West Germany’s policy to the outside world, 

47	 J. Kranz, Rokowania wielostronne z Niemcami…, op. cit., pp. 117–118.
48	 B. Jałowiecki, ‘Wykonanie porozumienia z 17 lipca 2000 r.’ [in:] J. Barcz, B. Jałowiecki, J. Kranz, Między pamięcią a od-

powiedzialnością, op. cit., pp. 171–186.
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thereby influencing how Germany was perceived by others. It also created 
institutional and financial instruments of the state that allowed it to shape 
historical narratives internationally in a way that was favourable to Germany. 
At the same time, it always played an important stabilising and legitimising 
role in domestic politics, shaping the political scene, public opinion, and edu-
cation, while enforcing consensus and marginalising views that challenged it.

Helmut Kohl played a key role in the evolution of German historical 
policy – both in its internal and external dimensions. From the mid-1980s 
onwards, historical policy became for him an important tool in reshaping 
German historical and political identity. The aim was to shift from the memory 
of the crimes committed by Nazi Germany, which had been a central element 
of German culture and political identity, towards highlighting the positive 
domestic traditions of pre-war and post-war democracy and liberalism. This 
transformed collective identity was clearly illustrated by the permanent 
exhibitions of the chancellor’s two flagship museum projects: the House of 
History of the Federal Republic of Germany in Bonn and the German Historical 
Museum in Berlin. This politically inspired shift coincided with the process 
of German reunification.

At the same time, Kohl had a tremendous impact on the reorientation of 
German historical policy in its international dimension. In this context, it 
coincided with the end of the Cold War and the emergence of the influential 
Western idea of the ‘end of history’. The chancellor’s skilful use of symbolic 
politics and his particular emphasis on the category of ‘reconciliation’ in re-
lations with other countries aligned with the political and ideological trans-
formations taking place in the post-Cold War world. As a result, this form of 
historical policy, used as a tool of Germany’s foreign policy soft power, proved 
extremely effective.

Polish–German relations, beginning with Kohl’s visit to Poland in No-
vember 1989, aside from their economic and geopolitical dimensions, were 
also fundamentally subordinated to the agenda of his historical policy. This 
agenda – built on the imperative of reconciliation, understanding, and rap-
prochement – envisioned the establishment of a relationship with Poland 
based precisely on that foundation. It relied primarily on German historical 
symbols, German interpretations of history, and Germany’s clear institutional 
and financial superiority. Its aims were to normalise the historical image of 
Germany, separate the context of Nazi totalitarianism from the main currents 
of German tradition and culture, and Europeanise Germany and its history. 
Additionally, Kohl’s historical policy served a key national interest in the 
context of German reunification: neutralising the issues of reparations, com-
pensation, and redress in Polish–German relations.
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