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Summary 

In his talk ‘Germany, the ”World Champion” of Coming to Terms with a troubled Past?’, Dr 

Olaf Jensen (Stanley Burton Centre for Holocaust and Genocide Studies, University of 

Leicester) critically reflected on the commonly held view that Germany – and former West 

Germany in particular – has set the ‘Norm’ for how countries with a troubled past are 

supposed to confront challenging historical events. Referring to claims, for example by writer 

Peter Esterhazy that Germans addressed their ‘misdeeds’ but were not ‘allowed’ to name 

their sufferings, Jensen argued that especially in the 1950s and parts of the 1960s, the 

German suffering (for instance, war and allied bombing, expulsion) was the main political 

focus, for example, in form of the  ‘Ministry for Expellees, Displaced Persons, and War-

Damaged’ (Bundesministerium fuer Vertriebene, Fluechtlinge und Kriegsgeschaedigte) – 

head of the ministry was, until his resignation in 1960, former Obersturmbannfuehrer of the 

SA (Storm Troopers), Theodor Oberlaender. An equivalent ministry,  for example, for the 

victims of the Holocaust, did not exist. While German politics as well as academia were 

mainly concerned with German (non-Jewish) suffering, British historian Gerald Roberts 

Reitlinger was publishing ‘The Final Solution’ in 1953 and ‘The SS-Alibi of a Nation’ in 

1956.  
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The late 1960s brought about a generational and political change regarding the attitude 

towards the Nazi past – with the kneeling of chancellor Brandt  at the memorial for the 

Warsaw Ghetto Uprising in December 1970 as the ‘classic example’ of  a ‘symbolic act of 

public atonement’ (Timothy Garton Ash). However, to show that public displays of 

atonement or critically addressing the past are not necessarily representative of how ‘ordinary 

Germans’ think and feel, Jensen referred to his research in Germany on historical 

consciousness as well as to public  opinion polls, arguing that both at the time and more 

recently, the Germans are divided in their opinion – between ‘drawing a line’ under the 

National Socialist past and confronting it – and that, despite many public efforts by Germany 

to confront its past, the award ‘World Champion of dealing with the past’ might not yet be 

deserved. As a further example, a brief and critical account was given of the long, painful, 

and insufficient process towards the ‘compensation’ for slave labour by the German industry, 

eventually ‘compensating’ 1.7 million former forced labourers – compared, for example, to 

approximately 12 million people that were forced to work in or for Nazi Germany in 1942. 

In conclusion, Jensen emphasised that Germans still do not  have a genuine and usable 

‘national narrative’ to bolster individual or collective identity like most other countries. 

Instead of striving for the impossible task of constructing a ‘positive’ national narrative in the 

shadow of Auschwitz, Germans need the ability to live with ambivalence and ambiguity  

regarding Germany’s past since unsettling questions, for example, why Hitler and the Nazis 

were not prevented, and why the Holocaust, of all countries, happened in Germany, are still 

not fully answered. 

This was further emphasised in the panel discussion following his talk. Comments by Dr 

Edward Kessler, Katherine Klinger, and Chris McDermot highlighted that coming to terms 
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with the Nazi past is – and needs to be – ‘uncomfortable’ and that the ‘pressure’ to confront 

the past in a critical manner needs to stay on.  

Olaf Jensen is Lecturer in Holocaust Studies and Director of the Stanley Burton Centre for 

Holocaust and Genocide Studies at the University of Leicester. He received his PhD in Social 

Psychology in 2004 from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of 

Hanover, Germany, and came to Britain in 2005. His research interests intersect social 

psychology and history, with a particular focus on post-war memory of the Holocaust in 

Europe. He has published widely on post-war memory of the Nazi past in Germany. In his 

monograph Geschichte machen. Strukturmerkmale des intergenerationellen Sprechens über 

die NS-Vergangenheit in deutschen Familien (Tübingen, 2004), he focuses on the effects of 

National Socialism, World War II and the Holocaust on the intergenerational memory in 

German families. 

Further related publications are:  

• Ordinary People as Mass Murderers – Perpetrators in Comparative 

Perspectives (The Holocaust and its Context Series) (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2008) (edited with Claus-Christian W. Szejnmann). 

• ‘One goes left to the Russians, the other goes right to the Americans’ – Family 

Recollections of the Holocaust in Europe. In: How the Holocaust Looks Now. 

International Perspectives, eds. Martin L. Davies, Claus-Christian W. 

Szejnmann (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), pp. 19–29. 

• ‘Streifzüge durch ein europäisches Generationengedächtnis. 

Gruppendiskussionen zum Thema Zweiter Weltkrieg im interkulturellen und 

intergenerationellen Vergleich’. In: Krieg der Erinnerung. Holocaust, 
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Kollaboration und Widerstand im Europäischen Familiengedächtnis, ed. by 

Harald Welzer (Frankfurt/Main: S. Fischer, 2007), pp. 229-259 (with Sabine 

Moller). 


