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“Coming to Terms with the Nazi Past”?
The West German Compensation Policy in the Long 1950s

Iris Nachum

The period under the chancellorship of Konrad Adenauer (1949-1963)—the “long
1950s”—has attracted much attention in German historiography during recent
years.! Most historians describe it as an era of remarkable transition, as Germany
emerged from being a country in ruins to a prosperous state. They agree that during
Adenauer’s years in power the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) gained social
stability, developed parliamentary democracy, and underwent economic growth.
Moreover, they emphasize Adenauer’s strong anti-communism and the
establishment of close relations with the West, especially the United States and
France.? In short, there is broad historiographic consensus on many aspects of
Adenauer’s chancellorship.

However, when it comes to Germany’s coping with its Nazi past—a process
commonly termed in German as Vergangenheitsbewdltigung (“coming to terms with
the past”)—historians disagree.> Some maintain that already in the 1950s West
German society dealt with the Nazi dictatorship in an honest and effective way, and
learned the proper lessons from it. From their perspective, the measures that the
Adenauer government took toward compensation for victims of Nazi persecution
provide striking evidence for their position.* Robert Moeller, who is otherwise
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critical of Vergangenheitsbewdltigung, points to this supposedly strong connection
between the compensation policy adopted in those years and West Germany’s
dealing with its Nazi history: “Adenauer’s pursuit of reparations for Israel and
programs to provide compensation for some of those persecuted by the Nazi state
defined a crucial public policy arena in which West Germans did account, at least in
part, for the crimes of National Socialism.”>

Other historians, however, reject this hypothesis of a significant
confrontation with Nazism in the FRG during the immediate postwar period. In their
view, West Germans instead avoided facing guilt for the Holocaust. Moreover, West
German society at that time was principally concerned not with compensation for
victims of the Nazi regime, but with compensation for Germans whose suffering had
begun at the end of the war, primarily ethnic Germans who had fled or been
expelled from Eastern and Central Europe. Ultimately, West German solidarity was
with German victims, not with victims of the Germans.®

The aim of this article is to question this dichotomous discourse about West
Germany’s “coming to terms with the past” in the long 1950s. By focusing on West
German indemnification payments to both persecutees of Nazism and ethnic
German expellees, | will suggest a third, composite position in this scholarly debate.
Therefore, in the first section of this article | will discuss some reparation measures
taken in the Adenauer era to remedy expulsion-related material damages as well as
Nazi wrongs. In the subsequent two sections, | will show how historians use the
compensation issue to bolster their positions in the dispute on West Germany’s
dealing with its Nazi past in the immediate postwar years. And finally, in the last
section | will offer an alternative approach to this debate.

1. West German Compensation Measures in the 1950s

At the end of World War Il, members of the ethnic German minority of twelve
million people were either forced out of Central and Eastern Europe or chose to flee
from the advancing Red Army. The main reasons for this ethnic cleansing were
twofold. First, the Allied forces and the local governments of Central and Eastern
Europe aimed to create ethnically homogeneous nation-states to avoid ethnic
conflicts in this region once and for all. Second, given how many ethnic Germans in
the region had supported Nazi Germany’s conquest of peoples and lands, the
expulsion was intended to punish ethnic Germans as a group for the war crimes and
crimes against humanity committed by Nazi Germany in the East.” Some eight
million expellees found refuge in Western Germany. Due to the expulsion, they had
often needed to leave all their belongings behind and hence lost everything they
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possessed.® The general perception in Germany was that the expellees’ economic
hardship needed to be addressed. For this reason, in August 1952 the West German
legislature enacted the Equalization of Burdens Law (Lastenausgleichsgesetz).’

One of the main purposes of the Equalization of Burdens Law was to
compensate for the material damage that many ethnic German expellees had
suffered. Compensation was primarily for lost household goods, but it was also for
the loss of real estate and business assets.® The idea was that the compensation
money would help the expellees integrate into West German society, at least at the
material level. The Equalization of Burdens Law was financed by special taxes on
West German citizens whose property and possessions had survived the war
undamaged. The law was thus an outstanding act of solidarity aimed at creating—as
its name says—material equalization between Germans who had suffered material
losses due to war and expulsion and the remainder of the German population.!? In
fact, thanks to the law many ethnic German expellees gained the financial ability to
start a new existence in the FRG.

As legislation aimed at forming a new postwar legal and social order in West
Germany, the Equalization of Burdens Law was related in both time and content to
the Reparations Agreement between Israel and the FRG, signed on September 10,
1952.12 Just as the Equalization of Burdens Law promoted the integration of ethnic
German expellees into West German society, the benefits that the Adenauer
government provided to Israel under the so-called Luxembourg Agreement helped
to integrate half a million Holocaust survivors into the Jewish state.'® In addition to
benefits for Israel, West Germany also consented in the agreement to provide
payments to the Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against Germany (Claims
Conference) for the rehabilitation of individual Holocaust survivors and for collective
projects such as the reconstruction of Jewish communities. As it turned out, the
Luxembourg Agreement was not the end but the beginning of many rounds of
negotiations between Germany and the Claims Conference. In fact, since the
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agreement was signed in 1952, the two parties have engaged in ongoing dialogue
over the expansion of Holocaust reparation measures.

While the Luxembourg Agreement established “external compensation” for
the State of Israel and the Claims Conference, a series of West German laws starting
in 1953 regulated “internal compensation” for Germans who had suffered damage
to their lives, health, freedom, possessions, or professional careers as a result of Nazi
persecution.’ As it turned out, indemnification did not apply equally to all Holocaust
survivors. Indeed, victims of the same event received different compensation
payments (if at all), depending not only on the character and duration of Nazi
persecution, but also on their citizenship, descent, and place of residence before and
after the war.!® The reason for this is that the Adenauer administration believed that
its responsibility applied mainly to its own citizens and former citizens as well as to
people of German descent. Furthermore, West German Holocaust compensation
legislation was based on the territorial principle, according to which only Germans or
persons with a geographical connection to Germany were qualified to claim
compensation.’” As a result, Holocaust survivors with a German background were
compensated for a wider range of losses and damages and received higher
indemnification payments than foreign victims, who were often left empty-handed.
To fill this lacuna, the Adenauer administration entered into multilateral
negotiations with several West European states, leading to the signing of eleven
“global agreements” (Globalabkommen) between 1959 and 1964. Under these
agreements, the FRG consented to provide indemnification payments to victims of
the Nazi regime who were from certain West European states and not eligible under
West German Holocaust compensation legislation.!®

In short, in the years 1952-1953, the West German government passed two
sets of compensation laws for two different groups of Germans: one group consisted
of war-damaged Germans, especially ethnic Germans who had been expelled or had
fled from Central and Eastern Europe at the end of the war, and the other consisted
of German persecutees of Nazism. As the next sections will show, these intriguing
indemnification laws are often the yardstick by which historians assess the success
or failure of West German society’s dealing with its Nazi history in the long 1950s.

2. Holocaust Compensation as “Coming to Terms with the Past”?
From the perspective of those historians who argue that West Germany had already
managed to come to terms with its Nazi past in the 1950s, the mere implementation
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of compensation measures for Holocaust survivors validates their position.'® Indeed,
from their rather optimistic point of view, the numerous Holocaust indemnification
programs that the Adenauer government voluntarily designed constituted a genuine
response to Nazi wrongs, demonstrated that the German people admitted their guilt
and responsibility for the Holocaust, and indicated the democratization of West
German society. These historians stress the fact that the West German Parliament
passed the Luxembourg Agreement and the first federal Holocaust compensation
law by a majority in 1953.2° In addition, they insist that Germany’s atonement for
the Holocaust proved to be a model for many other countries that would later
accept responsibility for historical crimes. No less important, the indemnification
measures provided opportunities for West Germans to learn about the Nazi
dictatorship, as compensation required them to determine who would be entitled to
indemnification and for what kind of suffering.?!

A representative of this optimistic approach is Manfred Kittel, who concludes
in his 1993 book: “The history of the young German Federal Republic had proved to
be one single effort to come to terms with the Nazi past, both conceptually and in
material terms. Thus, any history of West Germany in the Adenauer era should begin
with the sentence: In the beginning was ‘Vergangenheitsbewiltigung.””?? Kittel’s
statement that West German society in the Adenauer era was dedicated to
compensation for Nazi persecution and to accounting for Nazi wrongs may sound
exaggerated. However, there is some truth in Kittel’s opinion, especially if we
compare the postwar situation in West Germany to the one in the other two
successor states of the Third Reich, namely East Germany and Austria. In contrast to
West Germany, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) denied any obligation to
meet the compensation demands of the Claims Conference. It saw itself as the
vanguard of socialism and as fundamentally anti-fascist. It claimed that its leadership
had fought against the Nazis and that it therefore had no moral obligation to pay
reparations to Holocaust survivors. Following the collapse of the GDR in 1989, the
Claims Conference entered into negotiations with a reunited Germany, which agreed
to pay East Germany’s share of the compensation.?? Austria, too, initially refused the
indemnification demands of the Claims Conference. Until the early 1990s, it argued
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that it was the first victim of Hitler’s aggressive foreign policy, and that it was
Germany’s, not Austria’s, responsibility to pay compensation to Austrian victims of
Nazism. Although it took several steps toward restitution and reparation over the
decades, it was only in the early 2000s that the Austrian government ratified a
substantial Holocaust indemnification agreement.?* For this reason, from the 1950s
to the present day people in Austria’s Jewish community praise West Germany for
having done much more to come to terms with the Nazi past and for having enacted
comprehensive compensation laws much earlier than Austria.?®> In short, a
comparative analysis of the attitudes toward Holocaust indemnification in West
Germany, Austria, and East Germany seems to confirm the view that in the 1950s
West German society and the West German government sought to address the Nazi
dictatorship in a serious way.

3. “Policy for the Past”
By contrast, several historians are doubtful that West German society and politics in
the Adenauer years aimed at truly coming to terms with the Nazi past. In Norbert
Frei’s view, for instance, those years were not marked by a critical confrontation
with the German guilt for the war and the Holocaust. Rather, the political elite
pursued a “policy for the past,” a twofold policy of “amnestying and integrating
former supporters of the Third Reich on the one hand and completing a normative
separation from Nazism on the other.”?® West Germany did not concern itself with
the interests of the victims of Nazi persecution but of those Germans whose
suffering had not begun until the war’s end, especially the ethnic German
expellees.?’ Unsurprisingly, Kittel rejects Frei’s analysis. In his opinion, Frei has not
“properly” assessed the efforts of the Adenauer era to implement Holocaust
compensation measures and, for that reason, has arrived at an “extremely one-sided
judgment” about West Germany’s coming to terms with the Nazi past in the long
1950s.%8

Conversely, historians who support Frei’s view often emphasize the
competition between the victims of Germans and the German victims. Essentially,
they argue that when the persecutees of Nazism competed with ethnic German
expellees for financial support and compensation from the West German state, as a
rule the latter were favored.?® This is all the more remarkable given that, before
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their expulsion, ethnic Germans had been among the principal profiteers from Nazi
plunder and mass murder in Central and Eastern Europe.® Nevertheless, the
expellees were often granted preferential treatment in West Germany. Indeed, the
numbers seem to speak for themselves: by 2000, West Germany had paid 100 billion
Deutschmarks for Holocaust reparations and 140 billion Deutschmarks for the
equalization of burdens.3! When the issue was compensation payments under the
Equalization of Burdens Law, West German decision-makers displayed “generosity”3?
and enthusiasm,33? in stark contrast with their treatment of Holocaust claimants, who
were occasionally denied reparations for damages to freedom “simply because they
could not certify their captivity in one specific camp for a few months in 1943 or
1944.”34 preferential treatment for expellees over Holocaust survivors also involved
a certain element of political calculation: for the political elite, the votes of millions
of expellees were much more important than the support of Holocaust survivors,
most of whom were living abroad.3>

Moreover, several contemporary surveys seem to substantiate the claim that
in the 1950s West Germans were much more sympathetic to the material demands
of the expellees than those of Holocaust survivors. In a survey from 1951, “68
percent of respondents agreed that Jews and other groups should be helped, but 17
percent of those assigned Jews the smallest amount, and 49 percent thought the
Jews deserved the same as other groups; 21 percent rejected any reparation to Jews
altogether. To the question of which group had the biggest claim, respondents
ranked Jews in last place, behind war widows and orphans, the bombed out, and
expellees. Altogether, only 11 percent of the population approved of the final
negotiated agreement for more than three billion marks.”?® In addition, a survey
from December 1952 “revealed that 54 percent of West Germans felt neither guilty
for what was done to the Jews during the Third Reich nor responsible for
compensating these wrongs.”3’

It is important to note that, initially, the West German public did not accept
the ethnic German expellees at all, perceiving them as unwelcome foreigners.
However, during the 1950s the public came to view them as victimized people and
as fellow nationals in need, who were worthy of solidarity and financial support. This
remarkable change in attitude was a way for West Germans to strengthen their self-
image as a nation of victims and, at the same time, distance themselves from the
responsibility for the Holocaust.3® By weighing the sufferings experienced by ethnic
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German expellees against the Holocaust, West German society convinced itself that
Germans had “endured as much as the Jews, if not more,” and that they therefore
had no reason to be held accountable for Nazi wrongs.?® And so, “in the public
memory of the 1950s, only a handful of Germans appeared as perpetrators, the
overwhelming majority were victims, and no one was both: guilt and innocence were
mutually exclusive categories.”*°

In short, those historians who doubt that West German society sought to
face the legacy of Nazism in the immediate postwar period argue that Adenauer’s
policy of Holocaust compensation was implemented against the will of the German
population and came about only at the insistence of Jewish advocacy groups and as
a result of the occasional pressure put on him by the Allies.** According to these
historians, Adenauer adopted and promoted this policy in order to advance
international recognition for the FRG and its integration into the West.*? As Jiirgen
Lillteicher has shown, even the West German officials assigned to deal with the
restitution of Jewish property often had very negative views about the
compensation program. And nothing changed in this regard when, in the 1960s, a
more critical stance spread among younger West Germans regarding the Nazi past of
their parents’ and grandparents’ generations.*?

To sum up, when assessing West Germany’s “coming to terms with the past”
in the long 1950s, historians follow a schematic binarism of success versus failure. In
this dichotomous discourse, compensation serves as a yardstick. Those who
advocate the view that West Germans successfully—that is, honestly and self-
critically—confronted their Nazi history usually cite compensation payments to
victims of Nazi persecution. However, those who are convinced that West Germans
failed to confront their Nazi past in the Adenauer era point to the preferential
treatment of ethnic German expellees and to the alleged generous compensation
payments they received under the Equalization of Burdens Law. This discourse
assumes the existence of political tension between ethnic German expellees and
Holocaust survivors—a tension that is reflected in an alleged antagonism between
compensation for the Holocaust and compensation for the expulsion.

4. Associating Compensation for the Holocaust with Compensation for Expulsion
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As mentioned above, | want to question the dichotomous historiographical discourse
on West Germany’s coming to terms with its Nazi past. In my opinion, this process
was a multifaceted phenomenon, in which two seemingly divergent developments
were at work: West Germany in the Adenauer era implemented extraordinary
compensation measures for persecutees of Nazism, and thereby acknowledged its
responsibility for the Holocaust. At the same time, however, it utilized the fate of
ethnic German expellees to promote the argument that Germans had suffered from
the war and its aftermath no less than others, and that, in doing so, it relativized its
culpability for the Holocaust. Against this background, the starting point of my
reasoning is not the perceived tension between Holocaust survivors and ethnic
German expellees and their competition over compensation, but rather the complex
intertwining of indemnification for the Holocaust and for the expulsion.

This intertwining began with the negotiations between the FRG and the
Claims Conference in 1952. The Claims Conference demanded that Holocaust
survivors from Central and Eastern Europe who were living in the West be
compensated for material losses under the future German legislation for persecutees
of Nazism.** Because this legislation was to be based on the territorial principle and
because most Holocaust survivors from Central and Eastern Europe were neither
German citizens nor of German descent and because they had no territorial relation
to Germany, the German negotiating team rejected the Claims Conference’s
demand.*® In response, the Claims Conference emphasized that a significant portion
of ethnic German expellees had not been German citizens before the war, nor had
many of them had a geographical connection to Germany either, and yet they could
claim compensation under a West German law, the Equalization of Burdens Law. In
other words, the Claims Conference sought to avoid a situation in which Holocaust
survivors from Central and Eastern Europe who came to live in the West would
obtain less compensation for material losses than ethnic German expellees—their
former neighbors, so to speak—could expect to receive under the law.*®

After tough negotiations, the German delegation proposed “some type of
compensation” for the persecutees under the Equalization of Burdens Law.*’
Although the law had been designed for a totally different group, namely ethnic
German expellees, the German negotiators agreed to apply the law to those
Holocaust survivors from Central and Eastern Europe residing in the West who
possessed a German background. The Claims Conference reacted positively to this
“compromise.”*® After all, claiming reparation for material losses under this law was
better than nothing, especially given that thousands of penniless Holocaust survivors
from Eastern and Central Europe urgently needed financial assistance to reconstruct
their lives. However, as it turned out, many Jewish claimants from Central and
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