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MAIN POINTS

• The results of a public opinion survey conducted in Germany have revealed 
clear gaps in knowledge about Poland and German crimes during the Second 
World War. This lack of knowledge extends beyond Polish history; it reflects 
broader patterns in Germany’s culture of remembrance and includes its key 
element: the memory of the Holocaust. For example, 59% of respondents mis-
takenly believe that German Jews constituted the largest group of Holocaust 
victims. Only 28% correctly identify Polish Jews as the largest victim group.

•  Contemporary German society also has a distorted view of the geography 
of Nazi terror. When asked about the punishments for helping Jews, 46% of 
respondents say that the death penalty for doing so applied in the Third Reich. 
Significantly fewer (31%) correctly indicated that this penalty was enforced 
in occupied Poland, even though the occupation regime there was extremely 
repressive. One might even conclude that, paradoxically, German collective 
memory has, in a sense, ‘appropriated’ elements of the Polish experience of 
occupation as its own – both in perceptions of the scale of German victimhood 
and in beliefs about the penalties imposed for acts of resistance.

• The respondents also tended to view responsibility for the Holocaust as shared 
between Germans and citizens of the occupied European countries. 57% as-
signed equal blame to Germans and collaborators in the occupied countries; 
only 34% assigned primary responsibility to Germans, while as few as 9% 
attributed blame exclusively to Germans.

• Awareness of the Holocaust, accountability for Nazi crimes and coming to 
terms with the past are central to contemporary German identity. They are 
widely regarded as evidence that a nation of perpetrators has transformed 
itself into a leading democratic state. Most Germans believe that they have 
successfully come to terms with their history and that the crimes committed 
against the Polish population have been adequately addressed. They also hold 
the view that Poland should learn from Germany how to reckon with the past, 
rather than the other way round.

• The findings also highlight the limitations of Germany’s culture of remem-
brance as a form of post-national and European memory. Attempts within 
German historical education to universalise the experience of the war – no-
tably by avoiding national categories in commemorating its victims – have 
led to simplifications and generalisations. This perspective leaves little room 
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for acknowledging the distinct experience of the nation and state that were 
attacked on 1 September 1939 and subsequently endured six years of brutal 
occupation.
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Introduction

What does historical ignorance actually mean? Tatjana Tönsmeyer, a German 
historian specialising in occupation regimes and societies under occupation, 
draws on the sociology of knowledge: “Ignorance is not simply a lack of knowl-
edge, but a product of cultural and political wars”.1 If we want to understand 
Poland’s place in German historical consciousness, we must bear this in mind.

German ignorance of the crimes committed in Poland and, more broadly, 
of Poland and its history does not merely stem from a lack of knowledge – it is 
the product of long-term social and political processes and conflicts. Some of 
these date back to the era of Prussia and the partitions of Poland, while others 
unfolded during the Cold War, such as post-war reckonings and omissions. 
Some have emerged more recently, following Germany’s reunification.

Moreover, in recent decades, German knowledge – or lack of knowledge – 
of Polish history has become a political issue in bilateral relations. It has been 
discussed in the press and in political statements concerning reparations, the 
proposed memorial to Polish victims in Berlin and, more broadly, Polish-Ger-
man relations. These issues have featured more prominently in the Polish 
debate. However, even in Germany, there is growing recognition that Polish 
history and, in particular, the tragedy of Germany’s occupation of Poland 
in 1939–45, remains largely unfamiliar to the German public.

Konrad Schuller opened his article ‘Poland, an unknown country’, with 
a confession: before taking up his post in Poland as the correspondent of the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), one of Germany’s most influential news-
papers, he had heard of places wiped off the map by German occupying forces, 
such as Oradour-sur-Glane in France and Lidice in Czechoslovakia, but he knew 
of no comparable Polish places or symbols. He had been unaware that more 
than 700 localities had been destroyed together with their inhabitants during 
the German occupation. The editors published his article under the strapline 
‘German ignorance’. Schuller presented his own experience as symptomatic 
of the historical awareness of his generation, including his former classmates, 
whose education had paid little attention to Polish history.2

For Dieter Bingen, a political scientist and former head of the German 
Institute for Polish Affairs, the absence of German public memorials to Polish 
victims of the German occupation raised the question of whether the Nazi 
regime’s policy towards Poland in 1939–45 constitutes a serious ‘gap in German 

1	 T.  Tönsmeyer, ‘Vernichtungskrieg und deutsche Besatzung im Zweiten Weltkrieg: Von Sagbarkeitsregimen, Meist-
ererzählungen und erinnerungspolitischen Fehlstellen’ [in:] J.  Zimmerer (ed.), Erinnerungskämpfe. Neues deutsches 
Geschichtsbewusstsein, Ditzingen 2023, pp. 154–174.

2	 K. Schuller, ‘Polen, das unbekannte Land’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung, 15 June 2020.
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memory’.3 This gap can be explored by analysing German institutions of politi-
cal and historical education, as well as museums.4 However, these institutions 
operate within deeper structures of collective memory, societal attitudes to 
history and the historical consciousness of contemporary German society.

This text is not intended to provide a comprehensive overview, but rather 
to highlight certain features of German collective memory and attitudes to-
wards 20th century history, particularly in relation to the history of Poland. 
It draws on a study that we designed and conducted at the Pilecki Institute in 
Berlin, with Ipsos carrying out the fieldwork in the summer of 2024 among 
a representative sample of 2,000 people living in Germany.5 The study recon-
structs the mental maps of contemporary German citizens regarding their 
own history, the history of Poland, the Holocaust and Germany’s reckoning 
with the legacy of the Third Reich. It also compares perceptions of Poland with 
those of France, Germany’s other large neighbour.

The full study will be presented in a longer, standalone publication fea-
turing a deeper analysis of a wider range of variables. This text highlights only 
a few themes and interpretations drawn from this broader, multifaceted study. 
We intentionally begin with an issue that is certainly not a ‘gap’ in German 
memory. On the contrary, it is an issue that has featured most prominently 
in German historical debates: the extermination of European Jews, the vast 
majority of whom were citizens of the Polish state – the Second Polish Repub-
lic – in 1939.

Coming to terms with the Holocaust: a ticket to modernity?

In the epilogue to his monograph on post-war Europe, Tony Judt observed 
that today “the pertinent European reference is not baptism. It is extermina-
tion”, adding that “the recovered memory of Europe’s dead Jews has become 
the very definition and guarantee of the continent’s restored humanity”.6 This 
historiographical reflection carries a clear political message and expresses 
the belief that European societies’ historical awareness and knowledge of the 
Holocaust play a key role in a society’s development and in securing its place 

3	 D. Bingen, S. Lengemann (eds.), Deutsche Besatzungspolitik in Polen 1939–1945. Eine Leerstelle deutscher Erinnerung?, Bun-
deszentrale für politische Bildung, Bonn 2019.

4	 See the texts by Marek Cichocki, Robert Kostro and Ryszarda Formuszewicz in this volume.
5	 Repräsentative Online-Mehrthemenumfrage von 2000 Befragten im Alter von 16–75  Jahren in Deutschland. Durch-

geführt im Auftrag des Pilecki-Instituts in Berlin von der Ipsos GmbH, Feldzeit: 25.07–29.07.2024 (A multi-topic online 
survey conducted on a representative sample of 2,000 residents of Germany aged 16–75 by Ipsos GmbH on behalf of the 
Pilecki Institute in Berlin. Fieldwork period: 25–29 July 2024).

6	 T. Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945, Penguin Press, 2005.
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within the community of democratic European states. According to Judt, for 
every European country, recognising and commemorating the scale of the 
crime and suffering of six million Jews – victims of German totalitarianism – in 
the public consciousness constitutes a “contemporary European entry ticket”.

In modern Germany, coming to terms with the Holocaust is seen as the 
fundamental proof of a successful reckoning with a dark past and as the 
reason why a nation of perpetrators could become one of the world’s leading 
democracies. Awareness and knowledge of the Holocaust in Germany are often 
held up as a model for other cultures of remembrance. In relation to Poland 
and the memory of the German occupation, examining German knowledge of 
the Shoah is of particular significance, as three million of the murdered Jews 
were Polish citizens. The German scholar Katrin Steffen argues that “after 
the Holocaust, both Germans and Jews, as well as Poles and Jews – and Poles, 
Germans and Jews in their triangular relationship – had to find their place 
within a ‘new frame of reference’ (Dan Diner). The attitude of Germans towards 
Jews has been shaped by the Holocaust just as strongly as that of Poles towards 
Jews. This also influences internal Polish and German debates and the mutual 
perceptions among Poles and Germans”.7

Our survey therefore included a number of questions designed to ‘map’ 
Germans’ perceptions of themselves and of Poland in the context of the Holo-
caust.

How does contemporary German society assess the prevalence of an-
tisemitism in different European countries before the Second World War? 
The respondents concluded that in the years leading up to the outbreak of war 
antisemitism was most pervasive in Nazi Germany. Some 55% said it had been 
fairly widespread or very widespread there, followed by the Soviet Union (38%) 
and Poland (34%). By contrast, respondents regarded antisemitism as less 
widespread or far less widespread in countries such as France (29%), Romania 
(26%), the Netherlands (21%) and Denmark (16%).

The responses to this question reflect both historical knowledge and 
a widespread belief that pre-war Germany was antisemitic. However, contrary 
to the reality of antisemitism’s prevalence across Europe, respondents singled 
out two Eastern European countries in particular: the Soviet Union and Poland. 
In this context, it is worth citing Antony Polonsky, one of the leading historians 
of European Jewry, who argued that antisemitism in interwar Poland, though 
pronounced and growing, was not an isolated phenomenon: “The breakdown 
of the democratic Constitution in Poland and the worsening situation of its 

7	 K. Steffen, ‘Druga wojna światowa i Holokaust w Polsce i w Niemczech: pamięć zbiorowa i komunikacja międzykul-
turowa’, [in:] Interakcje. Leksykon komunikowania polsko-niemieckiego, polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl.

http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/75
http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/75
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national minorities – who made up over a third of the population of the new 
state – were not exceptional in the Europe of those days, but rather conformed 
to the norm”.8

German perceptions of the countries in which antisemitism was most 
widespread before the war also reflect the geography of the Holocaust – that is, 
the territories in which Nazi Germany carried out the mass murder of Euro-
pean Jews. This factor should also be taken into account when interpreting 
the responses.

Question 1: In your view, how widespread was antisemitism in the 
following European countries before the Second World War (that is, 
before 1939)?

Germany

USSR (Soviet Union) 

Poland 

France 

Romania 

Netherlands 

Greece 

Denmark 

55%

38%

13% 13%

34%

29%

26%

21%

19%

16%

0 100%

27%18%

31%

33%

29%

32%

28%

27%

17%

20%

22% 22%

22% 31%

24% 24%

23% 27%

22% 19%

neither widespread nor rare
rather rare / very rare

don’t know

very widespread / rather widespread 

19%

19%

Which countries did respondents believe the majority of Holocaust 
victims came from? A majority of Germans believe that the primary victims 
of the Holocaust were their fellow citizens, namely German Jews. As many as 
59% of respondents expressed this view. Only 28% identified Polish Jews as the 
largest group of victims and Poland as the country from which most Holocaust 
victims originated. In fact, around 165,000 German Jews were murdered, from 

8	 A. Polonsky, The Jews in Poland and Russia: A Short History, The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, Liverpool 2013, 
chapter ‘From the First War to the Second’, p. 58.
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a pre-1933 Jewish population in Germany of around half a million, compared 
with approximately three million murdered Polish Jews.

Question 2: Millions of Jews were murdered during the Holocaust. 
Which country do you think they mainly came from?

Germany 

Poland 

USSR (Soviet Union)

Hungary 

France 

single-choice question

59%

28%

9%

3%

2%

0 100%

The belief that the persecution of German Jews was more extensive than 
the measures taken by the occupying authorities against Jews in other Euro-
pean countries is also reflected in the responses to the questions concerning 
the severity of the penalties imposed for helping Jews.

In which countries in Nazi-occupied Europe did respondents believe 
the harshest penalties applied for helping Jews? Respondents believed that 
the penalties applied for assisting Jews were most severe in the Third Reich and 
less severe in the occupied countries, including Poland. Some 46% said that in 
Germany such acts were punishable by death, while significantly fewer (31%) 
selected this answer in relation to occupied Poland. Respondents did recognise 
the highly repressive nature of the occupation regime in Poland compared with 
those inthe other occupied countries, but they nevertheless believed that the 
harshest penalties for assisting Jews were imposed in Germany itself. On a scale 
from 1 (mildest penalty) to 5 (death penalty), the proportion of respondents 
selecting the two most severe options (4 and 5) for each country was as follows:
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Question 3: In German-occupied Europe, helping Jews was punished 
in different ways. In your view, how severe were the penalties imposed 
by the German authorities in the following countries? Please answer 
on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 represents an administrative penalty 
and 5 the death penalty.

Germany 

Poland 

USSR (Soviet Union)

Italy 

France 

Romania 

Yugoslavia 

Netherlands 

Greece 

Denmark 

Respondents could also indicate intermediate values.

67%

54%

48%

41%

40%

40%

40%

36%

32%

29%

0 100%

very low and low penalties

moderate penalties

high and very high penalties (including the death penalty)

22%11%

15% 31%

18% 34%

21% 38%

39%21%

22%

22%

26%

28%

31%

38%

40%

40%

39%

38%

When analysing data indicating a profound lack of knowledge about the 
brutality of the German occupation regime in Poland, it is worth noting that if, 
according to the respondents, the penalties for aiding Jews were most severe 
in Germany, then, by the same logic, the scope for resistance and providing 
assistance would also have been correspondingly more limited in Germany 
than in occupied Poland.

What, then, was the reality? A useful comparison is provided by the fate of 
those who helped to save Anne Frank and her family in the German-occupied 
Netherlands and that of the Ulma family, who hid their Jewish neighbours 
in German-occupied Poland. Western Europe remains largely unaware that 
virtually all those who helped to rescue Anne Frank and her family – whose 
fate has become one of the defining symbols of the Holocaust in Germany and 
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Western Europe – survived, whereas the entire Ulma family was murdered 
together with the Jews they were hiding.

Above all, however, and paradoxically, German collective memory has, 
in a sense, appropriated elements of the Polish experience of occupation as 
its own. This is reflected in German perceptions both of the number of their 
own victims (namely, the supposed three million German Jews) and of the 
risks associated with resistance, including the death penalty for helping Jews 
and the allegedly exceptional ‘specificity’ of the German occupation of Poland 
compared to the other occupied countries in Europe. In a troubling develop-
ment, the fate of persecuted Jews is increasingly treated as part of the history 
of Germans themselves. In effect, Germans come to see themselves as one of 
the principal victims of the Second World War. In 2014, Katrin Steffen wrote 
that “in Germany, there is increasing talk about German suffering during the 
Second World War, which means that the expulsions of Germans from East-
ern Europe and the bombings of German cities continue to gain prominence, 
although the central place of the Holocaust in German memory of the Second 
World War is still strongly emphasised”.9 Thus, she contrasted these tendencies 
towards self-victimisation with the German discourse on the Holocaust. A dec-
ade later, we may therefore ask whether, and to what extent, the discourse on 
German ‘victims’ (which at that time was developing around the ‘expellees’) 
has also been extended to Jews themselves, recasting them as German victims 
and thereby deepening German society’s tendency towards self-victimisation 
and reinforcing a coherent self-presentation as victims of National Socialism.

How do Germans perceive their responsibility for the Holocaust?

One of the recurring themes in the international debate on 20th-century history 
concerns perceptions of responsibility for the Holocaust in relation to the actual 
distribution of responsibility under Nazi occupation in Europe. In our survey, 
we therefore posed the ‘question of guilt’. More than half of the respondents 
(57%) said that, in their view, Germans and collaborators from the occupied 
countries were equally guilty. Far fewer (34%) selected the response ‘mainly 
Germans’. Only 9% selected ‘only Germans’.

9	 K. Steffen, ‘Druga wojna światowa i Holokaust w Polsce i w Niemczech: pamięć zbiorowa i komunikacja międzykul-
turowa’, op. cit.

http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/75
http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/75
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Question 4: In your view, who was responsible for the Holocaust?

only Germans

mainly Germans

Germans and their collaborators in the occupied countries to an equal extent

9%

34%

57%

single-choice question
0 100%

These findings can be regarded as an empirical contribution to a debate 
that has repeatedly played out in the Polish media over the past two decades. 
The question of whether there is a tendency in German society to ‘share the 
blame for the Holocaust’ has stirred passions not only among historians but 
also among commentators in Poland. The dispute over Polish ‘co-guilt’ or 
‘complicity’ has continued for years among Holocaust scholars and has too 
often become the subject of heated political argument rather than scholarly 
debate. The findings presented here suggest that this debate has a clear point 
of reference in German society.

The question of whether Germans wish to share the blame for the Holo-
caust with other countries can no longer be dismissed as mere journalistic 
conjecture. It obviously requires further analysis and more in-depth research. 
Nevertheless, it is worth considering whether the ‘entry ticket to modernity’ 
described by Judt might, for many European countries, amount to little more 
than a mechanical imitation of the German approach to reckoning with the 
past. This would in turn entail acknowledging guilt on behalf of an entire 
community without taking into account the fundamental distinction between 
the political responsibility of Germany’s totalitarian regime and the criminal 
responsibility of individual members of occupied societies who betrayed and 
murdered their Jewish neighbours.

Victims: does German memory include the east?

To gauge German society’s knowledge and perceptions of the scale of Nazi 
Germany’s victims, we asked respondents to estimate the death toll in the 
following categories: German civilians, Polish civilians, Jews, homosexuals 
and Roma and Sinti. For each group, respondents could choose from the fol-
lowing options: a few thousand to several tens of thousands, several hundred 
thousand, 1–3 million, 4–6 million or 6–10 million murdered.

The responses show, first, that German society regards Jews as by far the 
largest group of victims. A large majority (81% of respondents) selected answers 
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between 1 and 10 million, with the largest share (29%) choosing the 6–10 mil-
lion range. Second, respondents had very similar perceptions of deaths among 
Polish and German civilians. As many as 47% estimated the number of German 
civilians killed to be between a few thousand and several hundred thousand. 
Similarly, 49% estimated Polish civilian losses within the same range, with 
a comparable distribution of responses. For German civilians killed, 32% and 
15% selected the 1–3 million and 4–6 million ranges, respectively. For Polish 
losses, the corresponding figures were 36% and 11%.

Third, the results reveal a significant overestimation of the number of 
victims in two minority groups: homosexuals and Roma and Sinti. As many 
as 40% of Germans believe that between 1 and 6 million Roma and Sinti were 
killed by Nazi Germany, whereas historical estimates put the figure at around 
250,000–500,000. Responses concerning homosexual victims, whose death toll 
is generally estimated at more than 10,000, are also far from the truth. In this 
category, 37% of respondents indicated several hundred thousand victims, 
while 31% selected a range of between one and several million. This means 
that well over half of German society (68%) vastly overestimates the number 
of victims in this category.

The purpose of these questions is not to test school-level historical knowl-
edge, but rather to identify certain reference points in collective memory. It is 
worth noting that around 30–40% of Germans have a reasonably accurate sense 
of the number of people killed in each victim group. However, the vast majority 
appear to respond intuitively, relying more on the visibility of specific groups 
of victims in the public sphere than on historical knowledge.

When estimating the number of Holocaust victims, 57% of respondents 
gave the correct answer. Some 36% correctly estimated the number of Polish 
victims (assuming a figure of 2.7 million, excluding Jewish victims), while 
38% did so for Roma and Sinti. For homosexual victims, 30% of respondents 
gave the correct figure. This raises the question of why, in the case of the Holo-
caust, the effort invested in German education, commemoration and popular 
culture has clearly translated into markedly better knowledge in German 
society, whereas the increased attention devoted in recent years (for exam-
ple, in popular culture) to the persecution of homosexuals under the Third 
Reich has not (yet?) had a similar effect. It is worth noting that, historically, 
Nazi persecution of homosexuals between 1939 and 1945 affected a relatively 
small group of German homosexuals, primarily men. Two hypotheses may 
be advanced. The first concerns the impact of contemporary education and of 
a culture that links history to present-day debates about values. The second 
seeks to explain this overestimation in terms of universalisation, that is, the 
projection of German historical experience onto other countries. Respondents 
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may be extending and universalising the experience of persecuted German 
homosexuals as though it were a universal one. In this context, it should be 
stressed that Polish men imprisoned in concentration camps or executed in the 
Piaśnica and Palmiry forests, and Polish women subjected to pseudo-medical 
experiments at Ravensbrück, even if they were homosexual, were not perse-
cuted and tortured on those grounds, but because of their national identity.

Question 5: What is your perception of the number of victims? Please 
estimate the number of victims in each of the following categories.

Jews

German civilians 

Polish civilians 

Roma and Sinti

homosexuals 

skala: 
    a few thousand  several hundred thousand               1–3 million                4–6 million              6–10 million

9%

9%

8%

11% 4%

4%

3%

11% 24%

23%

28% 29%

6%15%32%31%

31%

16%

19%

34%15% 36%

38%

37%30%

0 100%

 
 
Mapping the camps

Today, concentration and extermination camps are among the most tangible 
material symbols of the Second World War, occupation and the Holocaust. In re-
sponse to an open-ended question asking respondents to name specific concen-
tration and extermination camps, nearly 41% answered ‘I don’t know’. Unsur-
prisingly, Auschwitz was the most frequently cited site (almost 20%). As with 
the responses to the question on memorial sites, respondents also named the 
three best-known German concentration camps: Dachau, Bergen-Belsen and 
Buchenwald. Just over 3% mentioned the extermination camps at Treblinka 
and Sobibór, while barely more than 1% named Majdanek. Leaving aside the 
special case of Auschwitz, a universal symbol of the Holocaust, these results 
suggest that the extermination camps located in German-occupied Poland, 
where most of Europe’s Jews were murdered, and more broadly mass murder 
in occupied Poland, are largely absent from Germany’s topography of memory.
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Question 6: Please list any concentration camps you are familiar with.
don’t know

Auschwitz

Dachau 

Buchenwald 

Bergen-Belsen

Sachsenhausen

Treblinka

other responses (including: �eresienstadt, Majdanek, Flossenbürg, Mauthausen, Ravensbrück, Sobibór and Neuengamme) 

open-ended question

40.9%

18.9%

10.7%

7.7%

5.6%

2.7%

2.5%

10.1%

0 100%

We also asked respondents to name and describe sites in Germany 
commemorating the victims of National Socialism that they were familiar 
with. We then asked which additional groups of victims, in their view, should 
be commemorated.

In response to the first question, we identified three broad categories of 
answers. Almost half of the respondents (930 people) either could not or did not 
wish to answer the question. The second-largest group referred to memorials 
in the German capital. Around 20% (423 respondents) mentioned memorials 
to Jewish victims, particularly those commemorating the victims of the Holo-
caust, and referred specifically to Berlin. One hundred respondents named 
the four main memorials in the German capital, commemorating the victims 
of the Holocaust, homosexuals, Roma and Sinti, and the victims of the Nazi 
‘euthanasia’ programme, while 123 respondents mentioned Berlin itself. This 
indicates that, for German society, the capital is the primary site of remem-
brance of National Socialist crimes, particularly in relation to commemorating 
Europe’s Jews and four other key groups of victims.

The third category of responses referred to former concentration camps in 
Germany. Respondents most frequently named Buchenwald (122 respondents), 
Dachau (119), Auschwitz (108) and Bergen-Belsen (79), while Sachsenhausen (37), 
Ravensbrück (10), Neuengamme (10), Flossenbürg (7) and Mauthausen (4) were 
cited less frequently.

Answers of particular interest to a Polish audience were very rare: 
only 45 respondents mentioned sites commemorating the German resistance 
and just five referred to memorials to crimes committed in Poland.
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The survey indicates that German society regards Berlin as the most 
important location on its topography of memory of the Third Reich, with 
particular emphasis on commemorating the victims of the Holocaust. Former 
concentration camps come next in this hierarchy of remembrance. The mem-
ory of various non-national groups of victims is clearly present, whereas the 
memory of Polish victims and the sites associated with their suffering remains 
entirely marginal.

Question 7: In Germany, there are memorial sites dedicated to various 
victims of National Socialism. Are you familiar with such sites  
and do you know which groups of victims they commemorate?

don’t know (including negative comments such as “enough with this past” – 1.1%)

other forms of commemoration (including Widerstand [resistance] – 2.0%, local memorials – 1.3%, Soviet memorials – 0.6%)

41.2%

Holocaust memorials in Berlin (including the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe and to the victims of the T4 programme)  

the city of Berlin

monuments in Berlin

18.7%

5.0%

5.4%

former concentration camps (including concentration camps in general – 2.6%, Buchenwald – 5.4%, Dachau – 5.2%)  

24.2%

5.4%

0 100%
open-ended question

These preliminary findings were confirmed by the responses to the sec-
ond question, which asked about groups of victims that had not been suffi-
ciently commemorated. 9% of respondents named Roma and Sinti, while 4% 
each identified homosexuals and people with disabilities – the victims of the 
T4 programme. Around 1.6% of responses referred to members of the German 
resistance, while just under 1% referred to Jews and the Third Reich’s political 
opponents. As many as 63% responded ‘I don’t know’ or refused to answer the 
question, while 13.7% of the responses were unrelated to the question.

Regardless of political disputes and historical debates, it is worth noting 
that issues of commemoration engage around 30–50% of Germans. The victim 
groups identified by the respondents overlap to a significant extent with those 
already commemorated in Berlin.

In response to the open-ended question about which groups of victims 
should be commemorated more prominently, a large share of the respondents, 
as expected, said they had no opinion on this issue. Nevertheless, a clear pattern 
emerges from the responses: three groups of victims were mentioned repeat-
edly. These are precisely the groups that have received increased attention 



Historical maps of the Germans 311

at memorial sites and in public debate over the past decade: Sinti and Roma 
(9.5% of respondents called for commemorating Roma more prominently), 
people with disabilities (4%) and homosexuals (4%). To a certain extent, public 
awareness therefore reflects the landscape of memory and commemoration 
in Berlin over recent decades.

Question 8: In your view, are there any groups of victims who are not 
remembered sufficiently, or hardly at all, and who should be commem-
orated more prominently?

don’t know / no response 

no / none

Sinti and Roma

people with disabilities  (victims of euthanasia) 

homosexuals / people of di�erent sexual orientations 

resistance �ghters / members of the resistance

Jews

political opponents

all victims of the Second World War

other responses

open-ended question

35.9%

27.6%

9.5%

4.0%

4.0%

1.6%

1.6%

1.0%

1.0%

13.7%

0 100%

This raises the question of the extent to which the official memorial sites, 
all located in central Berlin, have shaped respondents’ views that these groups, 
previously less present in public awareness, should now and in the future be 
commemorated more prominently. These memorials commemorate the follow-
ing groups of victims of National Socialism: homosexuals (memorial unveiled 
in 2008), Sinti and Roma (2012) and people with disabilities murdered under 
the ‘euthanasia’ programme (2014). Respondents did not mention Polish vic-
tims in this context.
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‘Mapping’ resistance and collaboration

An important aspect of Polish identity and Poland’s 20th-century experience, 
one that has been widely discussed, is the history of the Polish Underground 
State and the scale of Polish resistance to both totalitarian regimes. In recent 
decades, an academic and public debate has also developed around collaboration, 
particularly following the publication of Jan Tomasz Gross’s Neighbours in 2000, 
which prompted extensive commentary in Germany. We sought to examine 
German perceptions and knowledge of these issues by asking the respondents 
two questions. We asked them to rate, on a scale from 1 to 4, the extent of col-
laboration in selected occupied European countries, and using the same scale, 
to indicate which of those countries had the strongest resistance movement. 
The second question also included Germany as a response option.

When filling in the questionnaire, 30% of respondents indicated that 
collaboration with the occupying authorities had been rather strong or very 
strong in occupied Poland, even though in reality there was no state-level, 
institutional or political collaboration there, unlike in some other occupied 
European countries. German respondents thus perceived levels of collab-
oration across occupied Europe as broadly similar. For Vichy France, 32% 
indicated strong or very strong collaboration, broadly in line with the figure 
for occupied Poland. These findings suggest that German respondents did not 
see any significant differences in the degree of collaboration between Nazi 
Germany and individual states and societies under its occupation. These re-
sponses clearly reveal a lack of knowledge and a failure to distinguish between 
different occupation regimes, the varying levels of terror they imposed and 
the fundamental distinctions between individual and state collaboration and 
the responsibility associated with each.
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Question 9: In occupied Europe, collaboration, that is, cooperation 
between the local population and the occupying authorities  
of the Third Reich – took place to varying degrees. In your view,  
how close was this cooperation in the following countries?

France

Poland 

Czechoslovakia  

Netherlands

Yugoslavia

Greece

Denmark

9%

8%

8%

30%

29%

20%

19%

0 100%

rather strongstrong rather weak did not exist don’t know

40%

40%

38%

37%6%

6%

19%6%

7%25%

25%

27%

27%

29%

26%

27%22%

8% 22%

22%

23%

7%

7%

7%

6%

6%

6%

36%

41%

40%

An interesting difference emerged in the responses to the second question, 
in which respondents clearly identified two societies as having offered the 
strongest resistance to the Third Reich: France (47%) and Poland (45%). This 
reflects the enduring strength of French culture of remembrance, which, partly 
through popular culture, has effectively highlighted the role of La Résistance 
while somewhat blurring the memory of the Vichy regimes collaboration with 
Germany. In reality, both the scale and organisational structures of the French 
resistance were far smaller than those of the Polish Underground State, with 
its government-in-exile and its civilian and military structures operating 
in occupied Poland. Even so, it is striking that although knowledge of Polish 
history in German society remains limited, respondents rated the scale of 
Polish resistance highly, placing it on a par with that of France. The results 
also draw attention to Germans’ perceptions of themselves and of German 
resistance (Widerstand), which was selected by 24% of respondents. Despite its 
marginal significance compared with other countries, respondents viewed it 
as comparable in strength to the resistance movements in Greece (24%) and 
Denmark (26%). In reality, the Widerstand was largely confined to small-scale 
initiatives within specific circles, such as the White Rose.
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Question 10: How strong was social, military and political resistance 
to the German occupation in the following countries during the years 
1939–45?

France

Poland 

Yugoslavia 

Netherlands

Czechoslovakia

Denmark

Greece 

32%

32%

22%

22%

22%

20%

Germany 

0 100%

15% 26%25%25%

19%

29%

9%

5%

6%

6%

7%

8%

13%

15% 19% 6% 28%

29%

35%

36%

35%

34%

32%

6%

9%

10%

21%

26%

29% 8%

27% 12%

29% 11%

rather strongvery strong rather weak weak don’t know

 
 
East vs West? Perceptions of Poland and France

In the Enlightenment imagination of Western European societies, including 
German society, Poland’s location in the eastern part of Europe has traditionally 
been associated with backwardness and peripherality.10 In addition, the ethnic 
and cultural boundary between Germans and Slavs has long been central to 
German identity, with no equivalent in relation to France.11 Historically, as 
Hubert Orłowski has written, Germans regarded Poland as a ‘repository of 
modernisation deficits’.12 Given the historical and cultural longevity of certain 
perceptions, assumptions and attitudes, we decided to include parallel ques-
tions in the survey about Germany’s western neighbour, France, with which 
Poland has frequently been compared, and continues to be compared, in the 
context of relations with Germany.

To explore how historical stereotypes continue to shape perceptions of 
the two countries located to Germany’s east and west, respectively, we asked 
respondents about their perceptions of Poland and France in the interwar 

10	 L. Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe. The Map of Civilization in the Mind of Enlightment, Stanford UP, Stanford 1994.
11	 R. Brubaker, Citizenship and nationhood in France and Germany, Harvard UP, Cambridge Mass, 1992, p. 5.
12	 H. Orłowski, Z modernizacją w tle. Wokół rodowodu nowoczesnych niemieckich wyobrażeń o Polsce i Polakach, Poznań 2002.
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period. The results show that Germans perceive pre-war Poland, one of the first 
countries in the world to grant women the right to vote in 1918, as a country in 
which women had far fewer political rights than in France, where they gained 
suffrage only in 1946. Similarly, multiculturalism, a form of society now widely 
associated with modernity, is attributed to pre-war France rather than to the 
multi-ethnic Poland of the interwar period.

Question 11: In your view, was the Second Polish Republic (Poland) / 
France in the interwar period (1918–39) more of a democratic state  
or more of a dictatorship compared with other European countries  
at the time?

Poland 

France

0 100%

17%

56%

dictatorship something in between democracy

29% 15%

37%46%

Question 12: In your view, did women in the Second Polish Republic 
(Poland) / France during the interwar period (1918–39) enjoy full  
participation or no participation in civic and political life compared 
with women in other European countries at the time?

Poland 

France

0 100%

no participation of women in public life something in between full participation of women in public life

13%

26%22%

51%36%

52%

Question 13: In your view, was Poland/France before 1939 an ethnically 
homogeneous state or a multicultural one?

Poland 

France

0 100%

ethnically homogeneous state something in between multicultural state

24%

30%22% 48%

47%29%

Stereotypes and perceptions – broadly positive about France and broadly 
negative about Poland – are rooted in a lack of knowledge about both countries. 
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They also form part of a broader set of assumptions about Eastern and West-
ern Europe.

We applied a similar approach in a series of open-ended questions about 
associations with each country. First, however, to further explore German 
perceptions and knowledge of Poland, we asked respondents which aspects 
of Polish history they believe should be included in German school textbooks. 
We expected that only a minority of the 2,000 respondents would answer this 
question. That indeed proved to be the case: 25% provided a response, while 75% 
either could not or did not want to do so. Those who did answer (note: in the 
breakdowns below, these 500 respondents are treated as representing 100%) 
identified three main areas of Polish history.

Question 14: In your view, what aspects of Polish history should be 
included in German school textbooks?
the Second World War

Lech Wałęsa

the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, 1 September 1939, the occupation

‘Solidarity’, the democratic revolution, the overthrow of communism in Europe, German reuni­cation

the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, the ghettos

German expellees, the former German territories in Poland

John Paul II

the Holocaust, Polish Jews

the destruction of Poland, Polish resistance, Polish victims and German crimes

Polish-German reconciliation, Willy Brandt

open-ended question 
’Don’t know’ responses have been omitted from the results.

16.0%

14.2%

12.1%

11.2%

7.0%

6.7%

6.4%

5.4%

4.2%

4.2%

Auschwitz, concentration camps

0 100%

4.1%

other responses (including: the partitions of Poland, Marie Skłodowska-Curie, Frédéric Chopin and positive characteristics of Poland)
26.2%

The largest share of responses related to the Second World War (nearly 
16%) with particular emphasis on the German invasion of Poland on 1 Septem-
ber 1939, the occupation and the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (12%). More than 
4.2% pointed to the significance of Polish victims, the Polish resistance and 
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the Polish Underground State. A total of nearly 16% mentioned topics relating 
to the Holocaust, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, the history of the ghettos and 
Auschwitz and other concentration camps. Katyn and the Warsaw Uprising 
were mentioned only rarely, by 0.8% and 1.6% of respondents, respectively. 
Overall, issues relating to the Second World War accounted for half of all 
responses. One notable theme was the reference to Willy Brandt’s kneeling 
at the Monument to the Ghetto Heroes in Warsaw and to Polish-German rec-
onciliation, identified by more than 4.2% of respondents as topics that should 
be included in school textbooks. More than 6.6% referred to the history of the 
former German territories in Poland and the expulsion of Germans after 1945.

The second major theme concerned the history of ‘Solidarity’ and the 
overthrow of communism. Many responses focused on the movement’s role 
in the collapse of Soviet dominance in Europe (just under 11.2%). Respondents 
identified Lech Wałęsa (14%) and John Paul II (almost 6.3%) as key figures. Two 
percent pointed to the success of Poland’s economic transformation and its 
accession to the EU. Taken together, these themes accounted for 34% of all 
responses.

The third group of responses concerned primarily Marie Skłodowska Cu-
rie (3.4%) and Frédéric Chopin (2.9%), as well as Polish history before the First 
World War. Almost 3.5% of respondents mentioned the the partitions of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, while just over 1.8% referred to the relief of 
Vienna, the ‘defeat of the Islamic threat’ and King John III Sobieski. It is there-
fore reasonable to conclude that knowledge of Polish history among Germans 
is generally limited (75% did not answer this question). Those who did respond 
focused primarily on the Second World War, followed by the overthrow of 
communism and, to a much lesser extent, iconic historical figures from before 
the First World War and the history of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
Below are several examples of responses to the question, “In your view, what 
aspects of Polish history should be included in German textbooks?”: “That 
the Germans were not to blame for everything”; “I was not born here, I don’t 
know”; “More than about ancient Egypt”; “I don’t know – Kant, Chopin?”; “Kaf-
ka”; “In 1941, Germany used the territory to attack Russia”; “That Poles were 
more often ruled by others than by themselves”; “I don’t know – Blitzkrieg and 
motorway construction?”

We also asked the same question in relation to France, namely which 
aspects of a neighbouring country’s history should be included in German 
history textbooks.

Almost half of the respondents (approximately 47%) did not answer this 
question. The remainder (as with the question on Poland, only those who re-
sponded are included in the analysis and treated as representing 100%) pointed 
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primarily to key events and figures from French history in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, accounting for almost 65.6% of all responses. Around 9.5% referred 
to even earlier periods. The 20th century featured in 24.9% of the responses, 
including 8.5% that referred to the process of Franco-German reconciliation. 
The Holocaust and the Second World War accounted for only 7.5% of all responses. 
These findings suggest that, for German society, the two world wars play only 
a limited role in perceptions of French history, in stark contrast to perceptions 
of Polish history – where more than half of the responses identified the Second 
World War as a theme that should be included in German school textbooks. It is 
also worth noting that most respondents were willing to answer the question 
about France, whereas as many as 75% either declined to respond or were 
unable to provide an answer when asked about Poland.

Question 15: In your view, what aspects of French history should be 
included in German school textbooks?
the French Revolution (including the storming of the Bastille, Maximilien de Robespierre, the Jacobins) 

Napoleon Bonaparte (including the Napoleonic Wars, the Napoleonic Code and his in�uence on Europe)

the First and Second World Wars (including: D-Day, Verdun, Vichy, the French resistance and the Maginot Line) 

Charles de Gaulle and Franco-German friendship (including: the Élysée Treaty, Konrad Adenauer and Helmut Kohl)

Louis XIV and the French monarchy (including Louis XVI, Marie Antoinette, Versailles and absolutism)

culture, art and science (including artists such as Claude Monet, writers and scientists such as Marie Skłodowska-Curie)

Joan of Arc 

colonialism and decolonisation (including the wars in Algeria and Indochina and France’s broader colonial past)

the Holocaust and religious persecution in other periods (including the Huguenots and the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre)

28.0%

27.3%

12.4%

8.5%

7.8%

7.0%

3.1%

2.5%

2.3%

0 100%

other responses (including: the Hundred Years’ War, Clovis, Charlemagne, Alfred Dreyfus and the Treaty of Versailles)
6.3%

open-ended question 
’Don’t know’ responses have been omitted from the results.

We also asked open-ended questions about respondents’ associations with 
the two countries. In the case of Poland, almost 10% of answers were negative, 
referring to car theft and crime. Four percent described Poland as a country 
of cheap cigarettes and petrol, while 6% mentioned poverty, conservatism and 
right-wing politics. Taken together, these responses accounted for 20% of the 
total. Three per cent of respondents described Poland as a country of economic 
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growth and development, while 15% regarded it as friendly, neighbourly coun-
try with welcoming people. Another 15% mentioned it as a holiday destination. 
Six percent gave neutral associations relating to food and alcohol. Together, 
these responses accounted for 39% of the total.

Historical associations accounted for 8% of the responses, while 4% re-
ferred to themes that clearly relate to German historical revisionism. Overall, 
12% of responses mentioned historical themes. These responses suggest that 
associations with Poland are often superficial, reflecting limited historical 
knowledge and the persistence of deeply rooted stereotypes, shaped primarily 
by brief shopping trips or holidays in Polands.

Question 16: What associations do you have with Poland?
a holiday destination (the Baltic Sea, the Masurian Lakes) 

a neighbouring country, friendly people

crime (including the	) 

events in German-Polish history

food and alcohol

a country with low prices (including fuel and cigarettes)

�e German past (including historical revisionism)

a country of economic growth and development

famous Poles

15.0%

15.0%

9.0%

8.0%

6.0%

4.0%

4.0%

3.0%

2.0%

0 100%

current politics (including the PiS party and a shi	 to the right)
2.0%

a conservative, Catholic country

a poor country

Eastern Europe

athletes (including Robert Lewandowski)

other responses

2.0%

2.0%

1.0%

6.0%

don’t know / no response
22.0%

1.0%

open-ended question
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To compare these findings with associations relating to France, we asked 
the same open-ended question about that country. Just under 14% of respond-
ents had no view on this matter or did not provide an answer. Among those 
who did respond, as many as 67% of the associations were positive, relating 
to food, Paris, culture, landscapes, tourism, sport, values and the economy. 
Around 8% of the responses were negative, referring to politics, certain stereo-
types, or historical issues such as the Vichy regime and colonialism. The range 
of these associations is broader and more diverse than in the case of Poland. 
Although this does not necessarily imply a deeper knowledge of French history, 
it does indicate greater interest in France among Germans and a remarkably 
high proportion of positive associations with Germany’s western neighbour.

Question 17: What associations do you have with France?
food and drink (including baguettes, wine, cheese, croissant, French cuisine, snails and frog legs) 

Paris and its landmarks (including the Ei�el Tower, the Louvre, Notre-Dame, the Seine and the Arc de Triomphe) 

culture and the arts (including fashion – Chanel and Dior – the French language, literature, art, �lm and music) 

landscapes and regions (including Provence, the Côte d’Azur, Normandy, Brittany, the Alps and lavender �elds) 

history and historical events (including the French Revolution, Napoleon Bonaparte and the Second World War)    

politics and contemporary issues (including migration, crime, Marine Le Pen, Emmanuel Macron and the Yellow Vests movement)

tourism and holidays (including Disneyland Paris and beautiful places to visit)

stereotypes and characteristics associated with French people (including arrogance, savoir-vivre and romanticism) 

Franco-German relations  (including friendship, past enmity and cooperation within the EU) 

22.1%

19.1%

7.4%

6.6%

5.9%

5.2%

5.2%

4.4%

3.7%

0 100%

values (including love, romanticism, Europe, democracy, freedom and openness) 
3.4%

sports and sporting events (including the 2024 Summer Olympics, the Tour de France, football and, Kylian Mbappé)

don’t know / no response

open-ended question 

14.0%

3.0%
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Germany, world champion?

German is a richly expressive language. Several coined expressions circulate in 
German public debate, used with a hint of irony but often in earnest, portray-
ing Germany as a world champion in overcoming a difficult past (Weltmeister 
der Vergangenheitsbewältigung), in coming to terms with the past (Vergangen-
heitsaufarbeitung) and in remembering and commemorating (Weltmeister des 
Erinnerns / des Gedenkens). These and similar expressions appear in dozens 
of publications. They are frequently cited in newspaper articles and in radio 
and television programmes on Germany’s ‘culture of remembrance’ (Erinne-
rungskultur). At the heart of this culture of remembrance lies the imperative 
to properly come to terms with the country’s difficult past. We addressed this 
issue in our survey by asking respondents whether, in their view, Germany 
has reckoned with its past adequately.

Most respondents believed that crimes committed by Nazi Germany 
against Polish victims have been addressed at least in part (53%) or in full (25%). 
23% took the opposite view.

Question 18: In your view, has Germany adequately addressed Nazi 
crimes committed against Polish victims?
yes, fully

yes, at least partly

no

25%

53%

23%

single-choice question
0 100%

Germans are also more likely to believe that Polish victims have already 
received adequate, or at least reasonably adequate, compensation from the 
German state (39% agree with this view) than to believe that they have not (25%).
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Question 19: The debate on compensation for victims of the Second 
World War continues. In your view, have the following groups  
of victims received adequate compensation from the German state?

Jews

Poles

French

Russians

expellees from the German eastern territories

communists and socialists

forced labourers

political prisoners

Sinti and Roma

homosexuals

pytanie jednokrotnego wyboru

40%

39%

39%

37%

35%

33%

32%

32%

31%

27%

0 100%

38%35%

37%

37%

36%

40%

35%

39%

39%

36%

33%

32%

30%

33%

27%

30%

24%

22%

25%

27%

don’t know

have received adequate or reasonably adequate compensation

have received rather inadequate or completely inadequate compensation, or none at all

 
 
Coming to terms with the history of the Second World War:  
who should learn from whom?

Previous studies have already indicated a growing belief in German society 
that the country has dealt with its past well, or even in an exemplary manner. 
The number of Germans convinced that their country could serve as a model 
for others in coming to terms with the past has increased. MEMO surveys 
found that 44.3% of respondents held this view in 2017, rising to 49% in 2018. 
In our survey, as many as 54% of respondents agreed wholly or in part with 
the statement that Germany has fully come to terms with its history of the 
Second World War. By contrast, only 30% agreed that Poland has fully reckoned 
with its history of the Second World War. More than a third of Germans (36%) 
believe that Poles could learn from them in this regard, rather than the other 
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way round. Meanwhile, 27% agreed with the statement that “Germans can 
learn from Poles how to properly come to terms with history”.

Question 20: It is often said that it is necessary to come to terms with 
one’s own history of the Second World War. This applies not only  
to Germany, but also to other European countries. To what extent  
do you agree with the following statements?

Germany has fully come to terms with its history of the Second World War

Poland has fully come to terms with its history of the Second World War

Poles can learn from Germans how to properly come to terms with their history 

Germans can learn from Poles how to properly come to terms with their history 

54%

30%

36%

27%

0 100%

38%

27%

36%

20%

35%

36%

33%

26%

don’t know

strongly agree and rather agree

rather disagree and strongly disagree

The politics of memory and coming to terms with the past form an im-
portant component of Germany’s national identity. From a Polish perspective, 
it is therefore reasonable to ask what precisely this element of contemporary 
German identity and self-understanding encompasses. Our survey offers 
an ‘empirical window’ onto this issue, which is also of considerable impor-
tance for Poland.

In his famous speech on 8 May 1985, President Richard von Weizsäcker 
outlined the interpretative framework of the ‘liberation of Germans from Na-
zism’. He argued that remembrance brings liberation and offered a society that 
had long seen itself primarily as a victim an opportunity to identify with the 
victims of the Holocaust. The results of our survey suggest that, paradoxically 
or not, this identification may increasingly take the form of identifying with 
Germany’s Holocaust victims, namely German Jews. In this way, the tendency 
to view the national community as a victim was reconciled with the empathy 
for Holocaust victims that had developed over time.

This tendency is reinforced by one feature of German politics of memory: 
an aversion to national categories, evident, for example, in the criticism of 
a memorial to Polish victims and in concerns about a ‘competition of victims’ 
between different nations. Paradoxically, however, this policy effectively 
privileges national categories. This is reflected both in perceptions of who the 
victims were, namely German Jews, and in the memorials commemorating 
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German homosexuals, the predominantly German victims of the T4 pro-
gramme, German communists and, as in the Exilmuseum currently under 
construction, German émigrés after 1933. This may reinforce the tendency 
to regard Germans themselves, framed through various socio-demographic 
categories, as the greatest victims of the Second World War.

More than 86 years after the outbreak of the war, Germans believe that 
they have come to terms with their own past better than any other nation. 
In their view, they suffered the most after 1939 and faced the harshest penalties. 
They tend to greatly overestimate the number of German victims and know little 
about the crimes committed in Poland. This culture of remembrance and the 
public debate on history are currently undergoing significant change, driven by 
Russia’s war against Ukraine and by pressure from the increasingly self-con-
fident countries of Central and Eastern Europe, including Poland, Lithuania, 
Latvia, Estonia and Ukraine. This post-colonial perspective is increasingly 
being called into question. For this reason, the findings of this survey of public 
attitudes in Germany are particularly important and warrant further analysis.

Germans see themselves as world champions in coming to terms with 
a difficult past. Somewhat paradoxically, they may be right to some extent. 
However, they still struggle to find an appropriate place in their culture of 
remembrance for Polish victims, murdered because they were citizens of the 
Polish state, even if they were also Jews, communists, priests or homosexuals. 
Although Germany’s politics of memory seeks both to deliver historical justice 
and to provide political education for the future, the survey results show that 
many beliefs are rooted in serious gaps in historical knowledge. This is com-
pounded by the German strategy of framing remembrance as post-national 
and European. This Europeanisation, for all its value, together with efforts to 
universalise the wartime experience, may also lead to simplification and the 
homogenisation of diverse experiences. This perspective leaves little room 
for acknowledging the distinct experience of the nation and state that were 
attacked on 1 September 1939.

The gaps in German society’s knowledge of Poland’s experience during the 
Second World War have been discussed, but largely within a relatively small 
circle of Polish-German researchers and specialists.

However, the question arises as to how far Polish-German elites have 
become detached from the real challenges facing Germany’s culture of re-
membrance. The study conducted by the Pilecki Institute represents the first 
comprehensive attempt to identify the challenges facing both societies in this 
field. The intense debates in the Polish media, including on social media plat-
forms, indicate that the disparity and asymmetry in knowledge between Polish 
and German society are also becoming a political issue that requires a stronger 
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and more sustained Polish institutional presence in Germany, particularly in 
the fields of education and museum cooperation. The survey discussed here 
highlights several issues that merit consideration in this context.

First, it underlines the central role that museums located at former con-
centration camps in Germany play in Germany’s culture of remembrance. This 
is probably where cooperation with German partners should be intensified, 
alongside efforts to raise awareness of the fate of Polish victims.

Second, the findings indicate that Berlin is the key location for German 
society’s remembrance of the victims of the Third Reich. For this reason, pro-
grammes implemented in the city to raise awareness of the scale of the suffering 
and losses endured by Polish society may be of particular importance. Such 
efforts include work on a memorial to Polish victims of the German occupation, 
the activities of the Pilecki Institute and other Polish institutions, as well as 
various German initiatives.

Third, the history of the annihilation of Polish Jews is equally important 
in addressing German ignorance of the fate of Polish (non-Jewish) victims 
and heroes. The martyrdom of Poles and Polish Jews should not be presented 
as competing narratives. Both stem from the same lack of knowledge and 
require sustained efforts, together with German partners, to bring them into 
the ‘mainstream’ of Germany’s culture of remembrance.

Fourth, Poland has not done enough to preserve the memory of Polish 
forced labourers who were sent to work in towns and villages across Germany. 
Their stories make it possible to address this history both locally and regionally, 
at the level of the Länder, helping Germans grasp the reality of the occupation 
of Poland. The responses to the open-ended questions about associations with 
Germany’s eastern neighbour also highlight the need to promote Poland-related 
topics more actively within the broader context of European values, culture 
and heritage.

“What kind of culture of remembrance is this, if it does not possess knowl-
edge?” – Professor Tatjana Tönsmeyer asked pointedly during a debate at the 
Pilecki Institute in Berlin on 2 May 2025, referring to the state of historical 
awareness in German society.13 Therefore, when advancing Polish proposals 
concerning history education in Germany, it is necessary to take account of 
cultural differences and of the different ways in which concepts, such as hero-
ism, patriotism and courage are understood. Ignorance within German society 
stems not only from a lack of knowledge, but also from an inability to inte-
grate historical facts into deeper layers of historical consciousness, which are 

13	 Podiumsdiskussion: „Unvereinbare Erfahrungen. Das Kriegsende in Europa und Asien” (a debate marking the 80th 
anniversary of the end of the Second World War at the Pilecki Institute in Berlin), Pilecki-Institut Berlin, 15 May 2025, 
youtube.com.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-0WWT2YRaPU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-0WWT2YRaPU
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structured around semantic categories that differ from those common in Polish 
society. The cultural mechanisms underlying the failure to remember Poland’s 
experience run very deep. For this reason, efforts to improve Polish-German 
relations in this area require the building of cross-party consensus in Poland 
and a commitment to long-term, patient institutional work.
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