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“I stud ied and taught the Ger man past with Amer i can eyes 
and for Amer i can stu dents and read ers,”1 his to rian Fritz 
Stern, born in Breslau in 1926, reflected in his mem oirs Five 
Germanies I Have Known, published in 2006, explaining the 
per spec tive from which he wrote about the past. From the 
dis tance of US aca de mia he spent decades observ ing a once-
famil iar Germany as one among many schol ars who fled Na-
tional Socialism and went on to shape the dis ci pline of his-
tory in their new home coun try, the United States, dur ing the 
post war years.

Stern expe ri enced the loss of his per sonal free dom when he 
was a young boy, one of the most influ en tial expe ri ences of 
his life. After Hitler seized power in 1933, he became bur-
dened by an antisemitism he had not expe ri enced before. 
Before 1933, Stern, who had been bap tized, did not know that 
his grand par ents were Jew ish. His father, a renowned doc-
tor, found him self endur ing both pro fes sional restric tions 

1 Fritz Stern, Five  
Germanys I Have 
Known (New York, 
2006).
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 established by the NS gov ern ment and per sonal antisemitic 
insults from his would-be col leagues. The mid dle-class Stern 
fam ily soon launched into pre par ing to emi grate, but find ing 
a place of ref uge within Europe proved harder than they had 
expected.2 In 1938, shortly after the Novem ber Pogrom, the 
fam ily fled to the United States. Decades after their escape 
Stern wrote in his mem oirs that he per ceived their emi gra tion 
as a chance to start over. In the fol low ing years, he was  able to 
watch Germany from a new van tage point.3 Stern stud ied his-
tory and polit i cal sci ence at Colum bia University in New York 
City. Only a few years after the end of the war, he began estab-
lishing schol arly con tacts in his native coun try and focus ing 
on the his tory of the recent Ger man past.

In 1984, four decades later, at the annual meet ing of the Amer-
i can Historical Association (AHA) in Chicago, Stern spoke 
about his own attempts and those of his col leagues to study 
Ger man his tory and “the Ger man prob lem” by con sid er ing 
spe cific fac tors in the Ger man past that had led to the rise of 
National Socialism. Most of those who researched “the Ger-
man prob lem” dur ing and after the war, Stern empha sized, 
were Ger man-speak ing émigrés in Great-Britain and the US.4 
Stern belonged to a group of émigré his to ri ans – includ ing 
Hans Rosenberg, George L. Mosse and Raul Hilberg – who 
intended to write the his tory of their native coun try in a new 
man ner by chal leng ing the inter pre ta tion of those his to ri ans 
who had stayed in Germany. Many émigré schol ars regarded 
these inter pre ta tions as incon sis tent with their own per spec-
tive on Germany’s national devel op ment, and in par tic u lar 
with their efforts to explain how Germany’s national iden tity 
pro duced (as they saw it) the Nazi regime and the Holocaust.

Their native coun try had become for eign to these émigré his-
to ri ans. After their arrival in the United States, where they 
were not nec es sar ily wel comed with open arms, they learned 
to look at the recent Ger man past in a fresh and unob structed 
way. They wrote and taught Ger man his tory in a for eign lan-
guage and saw them selves as inter loc u tors between Germany 

2 Stern, Five Germanys 
I Have Known, 125–29.

3 Fritz Richard Stern, 
Zu Hause in der Ferne: 
Historische Essays 
(München, 2015), 10.

4 Fritz Stern, “Ger man 
History in America, 
1884–1984,” Central 
Euro pean History 19, 
no. 2 (1986): 132;  
Kenneth D. Barkin,  
“Amerikanische 
Forschungen (1945–
1975) zur modernen 
deutschen Sozial- 
und Wirtschafts-
geschichte,” in Die 
moderne deutsche 
Geschichte in der  
internationalen  
Forschung: 1945–1975, 
ed. Hans-Ulrich 
Wehler, Geschichte 
und Gesellschaft,  
Sonderheft 4  
(Göttingen, 1978), 12.
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and the anglo phone world. They quickly learned to use their 
novel per spec tive – their Amer i can eyes – to address the rise 
of National Socialism, antisemitism, and mass mur der in Ger-
many. In so doing, they not only became Ger man-Amer i cans 
but also trans la tors in both direc tions between the two cul-
tures. They thought and wrote about Ger man his tory in an 
inno va tive way and thus con trib uted to the reshaping of the 
field of his tory in Germany. On the one hand, ref u gee his to ri-
ans tried not to focus on their per sonal back ground and expe-
ri ences in their for mal schol arly pub li ca tions but, instead, 
empha sized their role as schol ars and ana lysts. On the other 
hand, they wrote about their col lec tive expe ri ences in per-
sonal let ters and, by the end of their careers, in published 
mem oirs and auto bio graph i cal essays.

In my recently published book, Unerbetene Erinnerer, I stud-
ied how Ger man-speak ing émigré his to ri ans shaped the 
study of National Socialism and the Holocaust after 1945 
and how their inter pre ta tions were received by their con-
temporaries. How did they recount and inter pret National 
Socialism and the Holocaust in their schol arly work? What 
response did their inter pre ta tions receive in West Germany 
and the United States?

By divid ing these émigré his to ri ans into two dif fer ent gen-
er a tions, I cre ate a nar ra tive that draws on the his tory of 
knowl edge, the his tory of expe ri ence, and the his tory of his-
to ri og ra phy. The pro tag o nists of my study are George W. 
F. Hallgarten, Hajo Holborn, Adolf Leschnitzer, and Hans 
Rosenberg, as mem bers of the first gen er a tion; and Henry 
Friedlander, Raul Hilberg, Georg Iggers, George L. Mosse, 
Fritz Stern, Herbert A. Strauss, and Gerhard L. Weinberg as 
mem bers of the sec ond gen er a tion. A per son’s emi gra tion 
had a dif fer ent impact on the course of their life depending 
on their age at the time of emi gra tion. For the first gen er-
a tion, emi gra tion interrupted their pro fes sional careers. By 
con trast, emi gra tion represented a more lim ited break for 
most mem bers of the sec ond gen er a tion, as they were  able 
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to com plete high school or post sec ond ary stud ies in the 
United States. This made it eas ier for them to start a career 
there. However, they expe ri enced the vio lence and antisemi-
tism of the Nazi regime as chil dren or young adults and later 
reflected on these expe ri ences more inten sively than the 
older gen er a tion.

In the book’s three main chap ters, I com bine accounts of 
these pro tag o nists’ biographical back grounds with anal y sis 
of their main top ics of study and their approaches. I stud ied 
the con tri bu tion of the his to ri ans with the aid of five ana-
lyt i cal approaches, namely the matic (How did ref u gee his-
to ri ans exam ine the top ics of National Socialism and the 
Holocaust from a his tor i cal per spec tive?); meth od o log i-
cal (What meth ods did they use to research these top ics?); 
empir i cal (On which sources did they base their research?); 
from the stand point of aca demic orga ni za tion (Did they 
influ ence the pro cess of aca demic institutionalization? And 
if so, how?); and finally with respect to pub lic res o nance 
(Did their approaches receive pub lic atten tion?). My study 
regards the dis courses in which these schol ars were involved 
as strug gles over inter pre tive sov er eignty in their aca demic 
dis ci pline. I there fore com bined dis course anal y sis with 
field anal y sis.

In his to rio graph i cal dis courses about the Nazi past, a strug gle 
over the lim its of a pos si ble cul tural (and, in mod ern times, 
also national) self-under stand ing is evi dent. This is espe cially 
true for West Germany, even though it did not have an explicit 
national iden tity. Rather, there is a defen sive reac tion to the 
recent past, empha siz ing the pos i tive aspects of the national 
past over unpleas ant ones. Thomas Herz, based on Trutz von 
Trotha, calls this approach the basic nar ra tive. A basic nar ra-
tive con tains the fol low ing defin ing char ac ter is tics: (a) it is a 
con struc tion of the his tory of a soci ety and cul ture; (b) it is not 
just any con struc tion but the dom i nant one; (c) this is because 
it has a legit i miz ing func tion for the soci ety and cul ture; and 
(d) a basic nar ra tive is inert but change able.5 According to 

5 Trutz von Trotha, 
Politische Kultur,  
Fremdenfeindlichkeit 
und rechtsradikale 
Gewalt. Notizen über 
die politische  
Erzeugung von  
Fremdenfeindlichkeit 
und die Entstehung 
rechtsradikaler Gewalt 
in der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland: Beit-
rag zur Tagung „No 
Justice - No Peace?“ 
(Philadelphia, 1993), 
6 f. Thomas Herz, 
“Rechtsradikalismus 
und die ‘Basiser-
zählung’: Wandlungen 
in der politischen 
Kultur Deutschlands,” 
Politische Viertel-
jahresschrift 37 (1996); 
Thomas Herz, “Die 
‘Basiserzählung’ und 
die NS-Vergangen-
heit: Zur Veränderung 
der politischen Kultur 
in Deutschland,” 
Gesellschaften im 
Umbruch: Verhandlun-
gen des 27.  
Kongresses 
der Deutschen 
Gesellschaft für 
Soziologie in Halle an 
der Saale, ed. Lars 
Clausen, 1996.
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Herz, the basic nar ra tive of West Germany after 1945 con-
sisted of the six dog mas listed in the table above.

The notion of the basic nar ra tive is cru cial to my work since 
it func tions as a legit i miz ing nar ra tive that is constructed 
through the past. Thus, the basic nar ra tive helps to explain 
how the inter pre ta tions of émigré his to ri ans have been nego-
ti ated among his to ri ans in West Germany. It con tains coher-
ent and, in some ways, sim pli fy ing ideas about how to deal 
with the Nazi past. The contrasting inter pre ta tions advanced 
by emigré schol ars, which were long mar gin al ized in West 
Germany, can be assessed against this frame work, shed ding 
light on the rea sons for their mar gin al i za tion.

The over all goal of my book is to ana lyze how a trans at-
lan tic his to ri og ra phy of National Socialism and the Holo-
caust emerged. It there fore focuses on dif fer ent schol arly 
approaches to their study. For exam ple, many his to ri ans 
dealt with the nineteenth cen tury or even ear lier epochs to 
iden tify long-term (mis)devel op ments that had led to the rise 
of National Socialism. The cae su ras of 1933 (the trans fer of 
power to Hitler) and 1941 (the begin ning of the sys tem atic 
mur der of Jews) were the vanishing points of their research.

Focusing on three pro tag o nists of my study, this arti cle seeks 
to illu mi nate the trans for ma tion of the basic nar ra tive in West 
Germany as well as the key steps in the gen e sis of the research 
field of Nazi and Holocaust stud ies. In doing so, the arti cle 
will address three ques tions that shaped the dis course around 
the recent Ger man past and the nar ra tive around the Ger man 
past: first, the ques tion of who was sup posed to write Ger man 
his tory; sec ond, the con flict over how Ger man his tory should 
be writ ten, and third, the ques tion of how the (sym bolic) 
reval u a tion of Nazi and Holocaust research came about.

Dogmas of the Basic Narrative

1 Relativization of the active con tri bu tion of Ger mans in Nazi crimes

2 The Nazis established a coer cive regime against which no inter nal 
resis tance could grow.

3 Ger mans learnt from the past

4 Ger mans built a plu ral democ racy after 1945

5 The Holocaust was one crime among many oth ers

6 Ger mans paid their debts

Figure 1. Dogmas of 
the West Ger man  
basic nar ra tive,  
Thomas Herz; table by 
Anna Corsten.
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I. Who May Write Ger man History: Adolf Leschnitzer

Adolf Leschnitzer, born in 1899 in Posen, belonged to the first 
gen er a tion of émigré his to ri ans. During the Weimar Repub-
lic, he stud ied Ger man and his tory and then worked as a 
high school teacher; it was only after his emi gra tion that he 
embarked on an aca demic career in higher edu ca tion.

After the war, Adolf Leschnitzer taught Ger man lan guage 
and lit er a ture in New York City. In 1951, he received a let ter 
from the rec tor of the recently founded Freie Universität Ber-
lin (FU), Hans von Kress, and its hon or ary rec tor, Friedrich 
Meinecke. Von Kress and Meinecke invited him to come to 
Berlin for a vis it ing pro fes sor ship:

We would very much appre ci ate a com mit ment on your part to 
lec ture on “The History and Problems of Ger man-Jew ish Rela-
tions” within the frame work of the Faculty of Philosophy and 
also for lis ten ers of other fac ul ties. It is our deepest desire to do 
every thing we can from our side to deal objec tively with these 
grave prob lems and to con trib ute to a rec on cil i a tion that will 
help us to get over the hor ri ble events of the past years.6

Von Kress and Meinecke’s expec ta tions illus trate prob lems 
in deal ing with National Socialism dur ing the early postwar 

6 Hans von Kress and 
Friedrich Meinecke 
to Adolf Leschnitzer, 
Nov. 15, 1951, Adolf 
Leschnitzer Collec-
tion (ALC), AR 25320, 
Box 8/Folder 33, Leo 
Baeck Institute New 
York (LBI). Ger man  
orig i nal: “Wir würden 
eine Zusage Ihrerseits, 
im Rahmen der Phil-
osophischen Fakultät 
und auch für Hörer 
aller Fakultäten über 
‚Die Geschichte und 
Problematik der 
deutsch-jüdischen 
Beziehungen‘ zu 
lesen, sehr begrüßen. 
Es ist uns ein Her-
zensbedürfnis, von 
unserer Seite alles 
zu tun, diese schwer-
wiegenden Probleme 
objektiv zu behandeln 
und unseren Beitrag 
zu leisten, um so einer 
Versöhnung den Weg 
zu ebnen, der uns hilft, 
über das grauenhafte  
Geschehen der 
vergangenen Jahre 
hinwegzukommen.”

Figure 2. Adolf 
Leschnitzer, with out 
date, F 25117, Adolf 
Leschnitzer Collection, 
AR 25320, Leo Baeck 
Institute New York. 
Reproduced by  
per mis sion.
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years. The idea of being  able to deal with the Holocaust in an 
“objec tive” way a few years after the end of the war reveals 
the prevailing desire to over come what had hap pened. The 
period 1933 to 1945 was to be ana lyzed objec tively, with-
out draw ing mor al iz ing con clu sions from it. In the fol low-
ing decades, the desire for an objec tive dis cus sion remained 
a cen tral notion that lim ited dis courses in his tor i cal schol-
ar ship. Meinecke’s and von Kress’ ref er ence to the “hor rific 
event” remained unspe cific. The deed, per pe tra tors, and vic-
tims remained invis i ble in their state ment to Leschnitzer. The 
term “rec on cil i a tion” also implied wrong do ing on both sides, 
suggesting both Jews and Ger mans had to make amends for 
their mis takes. In this way, too, the crimes, and above all  the 
guilt, of the Ger mans were hid den.

The invi ta tion was the result of an ini tia tive by the émigré his-
to rian Hans Rosenberg, who knew Leschnitzer from Brooklyn 
College in New York City and recommended his col league to 
the Free University. Rosenberg argued that Leschnitzer could 
con trib ute to a “his tor i cal self-reflec tion and socio log i cal 
posi tion-fix ing of the pres ent” and heart ily endorsed his “aca-
demic achieve ments, his richly ram i fied pro fes sional expe ri-
ence and the insights gained in the wake of his inter na tional 
life’s wan der ings” set in motion by the Pogrom Night of 1938.7 
Leschnitzer, how ever, had res er va tions about returning to 
Germany, even if it was for a lim ited time. Leschnitzer’s first 
reac tion to the request revealed the dis com fort it caused him: 
“The let ter was worded care fully, cor di ally and nobly. [. . .] 
My first reac tion was that I could not accept this invi ta tion. I 
did not want to go to Germany even for a visit, even for such a 
pur pose, prob a bly a noble pur pose.”8

Leschnitzer’s reac tion, which he repeated in a speech he gave 
at the con fer ral of an hon or ary doc tor ate by the Free Uni-
versity in 1956, seems dip lo matic. He interpreted the tenor 
of the invi ta tion as “cau tious.” That he ini tially intended to 
decline the invi ta tion was an expres sion of a deeper atti tude 
that can be interpreted as dis tance toward Germany. This 
also becomes appar ent in Leschnitzer’s choice of the English 

7 Rosenberg to 
Außenkommission 
der FU Berlin, Oct. 
1, 1951, FU Berlin 
University Archives 
(UA), GD, Hans 
Rosenberg. Ger man 
orig i nal:  “historische 
Selbstbesinnung 
und soziologische 
Ortsbestimmung 
der Gegenwart” and 
“wissenschaftlichen 
Leistungen, seiner 
reich verzweigten 
Berufserfahrung und 
der im Gefolge seiner 
internationalen  
Lebenswanderung 
gewonnenen  
Erkenntnisse”. 

8 Rede Freie Universi-
tät Berlin 1956, ALC, B 
11/F 49.
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 lan guage in his reply. Leschitzer’s atti tude dif fered from that 
of other emigré his to ri ans of the first gen er a tion who accepted 
vis it ing pro fes sor ships in Germany soon after the end of the 
war. Leschnitzer exchanged his thoughts about the invi ta tion 
from Berlin with col leagues in the United States. The rabbi 
and sur vi vor Leo Baeck rec og nized in it the pos si bil ity of 
bring ing Jew ish cul ture closer to Ger man youth, espe cially to 
those who had not con sciously expe ri enced National Social-
ism, as he wrote to Leschnitzer from his post at the Hebrew 
Union College in Cincinnati.9

This argu ment con vinced Leschnitzer. In the sum mer of 
1952, he set foot on Ger man soil again for the first time in 
over 13 years. Four years later, Leschnitzer received a per-
ma nent hon or ary pro fes sor ship at the Free University, mak-
ing him the first pro fes sor of Jew ish his tory to be anchored 
at a pub lic uni ver sity in West Germany. For more than two 
decades, he taught every sum mer in Berlin. On the basis of 
his 1952 lec tures, he wrote the mono graph The Magic Back-
ground of Antisemitism, which appeared in Ger man in 1954 
under the title Saul und David, in which he outlined the rela-
tions between Ger man Jews and non-Jew ish Ger mans since 
the late sev en teenth cen tury.10 He empha sized as prob lem atic 
that while Jews had adopted Germany’s expressed cul tural 
val ues – human i tar i an ism and tol er ance – Ger man Chris tians 
did not act according to them. This inter pre ta tion is sim i lar to 
that of George L. Mosse, who in the 1980s iden ti fied Jews as 
the actual bear ers of Ger man edu ca tional ide als.

The recep tion of Leschnitzer’s work remained very lim ited in 
West Ger man pro fes sional cir cles, even though Jew ish his tory 
and antisemitism were under-researched areas. Ger man his-
to rian Heinrich Schnee, who had been work ing on the his tory 
of court Jews since the early 1940s, uncrit i cally reproducing 
antisemitic images from Walter Frank’s Reichsinstitut für 
Geschichte des Neuen Deutschland in his work, reviewed 
Leschnitzer’s work for the jour nal Das historisch-politische 
Buch. According to Schnee, antisemitism was based upon the 
“oth er ness of major i ties and minor i ties.”11 Since Leschnitzer 

9 Leo Baeck to Adolf 
Leschnitzer, Decem ber 
21, 1951, ALC, B 5/F 7.

10 The English ver sion 
only appeared in 1956, 
two years after the 
Ger man pub li ca tion of 
Saul und David. Adolf 
Leschnitzer, The Magic 
Background of Modern 
Anti-Sem i tism: An 
Analysis of the  
Ger man-Jew ish  
Relationship  
(New York, 1956).

11 Ger man orig i nal:  
“Anderssein von 
Majoritäten und  
Minderheit.”
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did not take this aspect into account, Schnee argued, he 
could not fully explain antisemitism. He also disagreed with 
Leschnitzer that “Jew ish lec tur ers and pro fes sors at Ger man 
uni ver si ties had been set back before 1933; on the con trary 
[. . .] they had made a down right bril liant career.”12

In his review Schnee thus resorted to antisemitic ste reo-
types and at the same time denied the scope of the exclu sion 
before 1933. Among West Ger man his to ri ans in the first post-
war decades Schnee was the only non-Jew ish scholar work-
ing on Jew ish his tory. However, he did so in con ti nu ity with 
antisemitic ste reo types and research from the Nazi period. 
Similar to his treat ment of Leschnitzer’s study, he also deval-
ued his to rian Selma Stern’s work. Schnee’s mul ti vol ume work 
Die Hoffinanz und der moderne Staat, which fur thered clas sic 
antisemitic ste reo types by portraying court Jews as mate ri al is-
tic and self-serv ing, none the less received pos i tive reviews in 
Germany as it appeared over the 1950s and 1960s. Historians 
such as Wilhelm Treue and Walther Hubatsch, as well as lead-
ing pol i ti cians, pro posed Schnee for an hon or ary pro fes sor-
ship at the University of Bonn and the Federal Cross of Merit. 
However, these pro pos als failed due to the objec tion of indi-
vid ual his to ri ans. In this con text, the Ger man-Brit ish his to-
rian Francis L. Carsten asked whether Ger man pro fes sors had 
read his work at all .13

Ger man daily and weekly news pa pers paid more atten tion 
to Saul und David than his pro fes sional col leagues. Berlin’s 
Telegraf judged that “Leschnitzer [. . .] has, in a soci ol ogy 
superbly equipped with bib li og ra phy, revealed the his tory of 
the Ger man-Jew ish cul tural and liv ing com mu nity essen tially 
from its polit i cal and ideo log i cal moments.” The reviewer 
per ceived the book as a “tragic account of the decline of the 
Ger man bour geoi sie.”14 In the Merkur H. G. Adler wrote that 

12 Heinrich Schnee, 
review of Saul und 
David, by Adolf 
Leschnitzer, in Das 
Historisch-Politische 
Buch, No. 4/56, 
113–114. Ger man 
orig i nal: “jüdische 
Dozenten und Profes-
soren an deutschen 
Universitäten vor 1933 
zurückgesetzt worden 
sind, sie haben im 
Gegenteil [. . .] eine 
geradezu glänzende 
Karriere gemacht.” A 
biog ra phy of Schnee 
was published in 
2017: Katharina 
Abermeth, Heinrich 
Schnee: Karrierewege 
und Erfahrungswel-
ten eines deutschen 
Kolonialbeamten (Kiel, 
2017).

13 Stephan Laux, “‘Ich 
bin der Historiker 
der Hoffaktoren’: Zur 
Antisemitischen  
Forschung von  
Heinrich Schnee 
(1895–1968),” Simon 
Dubnow Institute  
Yearbook 5 (2006).

14 H.G.S., “Soziologie 
der deutsch-jüdischen 
Gemeinschaft,” Der 
Telegraf, July 4, 1956. 
Ger man orig i nal: 
“Leschnitzer [. . .] hat 
in einer bibliographisch 
hervorragend aus-
gerüsteten Soziologie 
die Geschichte der 
deutsch-jüdischen  
Kultur- und  

Lebensgemeinschaft im 
Wesentlichen aus den 
politischen und  
ideologischen 
Momenten aufgezeigt.” 

and “. . .  tragischen 
Bericht über den  
Niedergang des 
deutschen Bürgertums.” 
Copies of this review 

and those men tioned in 
the fol low ing foot notes 
are found in ALC, B 
20/F 31.
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Leschnitzer was the first to dare “to exam ine the roughly 150 
years of Ger man-Jew ish Lebensgemeinschaft with unre lent-
ing crit i cism and self-crit i cism as a his tor i cally closed epoch.” 
“And he did so,” he added, “as a Jew from Germany.”15 The Tag-
esspiegel like wise regarded Leschnitzer’s work as a pioneering 
study, for the scholar looked at “the ideology of exter mi na-
tion [. . .] per haps for the first time in full-blown inter pre ta-
tion from the inside.”16

How should we assess the dis crep ancy between the recep-
tion of Leschnitzer’s work in the “Feuilletons” of the Ger man 
press and in spe cial ist jour nals? The his tory of Leschnitzer’s 
recep tion must be placed in the con text of the Ger man his-
to ri og ra phy on Juda ism. Older West Ger man his to ri ans who 
had received their doc tor ates and habil i ta tions before 1933 
were par tic u larly likely to ignore or crit i cize works published 
by emigré Jew ish his to ri ans on the his tory of Ger man Jewry 
and antisemitism. Yet Leschnitzer was well-known among 
West Ger man his to ri ans and was con sid ered “one of the best 
experts on Ger man Jewry imme di ately before its demise,” as 
the then–sec re tary gen eral of the Institute for Contempo-
rary History in Munich (Institut für Zeitgeschichte, IfZ), Paul 
Kluke, wrote to Hans Rothfels in 1957.17 Rothfels him self had 
emi grated to the United States dur ing National Socialism but 
was one of the few his to ri ans who remigrated after 1945.18

That his to ri ans in West Germany dis tanced them selves from 
par tic u lar inter pre ta tions of Jew ish his tory becomes clear 
in the exam ple of the his to rian Selma Stern, who had writ-
ten a fun da men tal study on The Court Jew: A Contribution to 
the History of Absolutism in Europe. The work, published in 
English in 1950 and based pri mar ily on source research con-
ducted by Stern dur ing the 1920s and 1930s, did not appear 
in Ger man for over fifty years.19 In 1951, social and eco nomic 

17 Paul Kluke to Roth-
fels, June 25, 1957, ID 
90-3-57, Hausarchiv 
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18 Jan Eckel, Hans 
Rothfels: Eine intel-
lektuelle Biographie 
im 20. Jahrhundert 
(Göttingen, 2005).

15 H.G. Adler, 
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his to rian Wilhelm Treue was one of the few his to ri ans in West 
Germany to com ment on the English edi tion. He accused 
Stern of not tak ing into account “his to rio graph i cal view-
points.”20 Rather, Treue suggested, the book overstated the 
role of court Jews as vic tims.21 Treue, who had praised Hein-
rich Schnee’s account of the “court fac tors” (Ger man: Hoffak-
toren), repeat edly pointed to Stern’s biographical back ground 
as a Jew per se cuted under National Socialism, which in his 
view explained how she approached the topic. In this way, 
he rel a tiv ized the find ings of her research. At the same time, 
he explic itly jus ti fied the mar gin al i za tion of Jew ish his tory 
in West Germany, which was pri mar ily stud ied out side the 
aca demic estab lish ment.22 One rea son for this was that the 
insti tu tional frame work for such study only began to be estab-
lished with Leschnitzer’s vis it ing and hon or ary pro fes sor ship, 
and barely devel oped fur ther until the 1970s. Focusing on the 
distorted pic ture of Ger man his tory cre ated by the absence of 
stud ies of the Jew ish expe ri ence and of the destruc tive nature 
of antisemitism meant call ing atten tion to the Holocaust, 
which Ger man his to ri ans and soci ety sought to avoid. Using 
Herbert A. Strauss as an exam ple, the sec ond chap ter of my 
book shows how the sit u a tion began to change in the fol low-
ing decades.

In order to legit i mize their inter pre ta tions of Ger man his-
tory, his to ri ans in West Germany often excluded their émi-
gré col leagues from their pro fes sional dis course in the 1950s 
and 1960s. West Ger man his to ri ans like Gerhard Ritter tied 
his to ri og ra phy to a polit i cal agenda of the past: “We Ger man 
his to ri ans will have a great deal to do to pro tect our Ger man 
his tory against harm ful insults. For it does not change a peo-
ple for the bet ter, but depraves it, if it loses its joy in its own 
his tory and thus loses its self-con fi dence.”23 Ritter’s posi tion 
illus trates the close con nec tion between defen sive reac tion 
against guilt, inter pre tive power, and national iden tity. In the 
1950s and early 1960s, older Ger man his to ri ans appeared 
con vinced that only they had a claim to inter pret “their own” 

20 Ger man orig i nal: 
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schaftliche Gesichts-
punkte“.

21 Wilhelm Treue, 
review of The Court 
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to the History of the 
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in Central Europe,  
by Selma Stern,  
Historische Zeitschrift 
172, no. 3 (1951): 573.

22 Michael Bren-
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Der Wandel in der 
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außen,” in Interesse 
am Judentum: Die 
Franz-Delitzsch- 
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1989–2008, ed. J. C. 
de Vos and Folker 
Siegert (Berlin, 2008), 
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23 Bundesarchiv 
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his tory. The early nego ti a tions about the Ger man past were 
thus closely linked to the ques tion of who was allowed to 
write Ger man his tory.

West Ger man his to ri ans answered this ques tion depending 
on how for eign and émigré his to ri ans interpreted Ger man 
his tory. Among West Ger man research ers like Ritter, the pre-
vailing idea was that National Socialism was a “work place 
acci dent” (Betriebsunfall) caused by a few zeal ous, dia bol i cal 
Nazi big wigs, whose reign of ter ror had made resis tance from 
the pop u la tion (almost) impos si ble. In this way, the his to ri-
ans who remained in Germany defended a pos i tive national 
his tor i cal image. As established pro tag o nists, they excluded 
his tor i cal inter pre ta tions and the per sonal stories of suf fer ing 
of émigrés his to ri ans from the realm of the dis cuss able if they 
contradicted their inter pre ta tions.

Whether some one could par tic i pate in the dis course on the 
Ger man past in West Germany was thus related not only to 
who wrote, but also to what they wrote. The inter play of these 
two argu ments remained cru cial in the 1960s and early 1970s. 
Contemporary his tory thus pur sued polit i cal goals. It was 
impor tant to sta bi lize the young democ racy via a basic nar-
ra tive that interpreted National Socialism as a brief slip into 
a regime of injus tice which had no deeper his tor i cal roots. 
Historians in West Germany were involved in shap ing and 
maintaining this nar ra tive in the 1950s and 1960s.24 Thomas 
Etzemüller has argued that the older Ger man his to ri ans such 
as Ritter, Conze, and Schieder func tioned as “knights of their 
nation” in this sense.25 To pro tect the nation’s honor, they 
quickly aban doned plans to revise the Ger man his tor i cal nar-
ra tive after the end of World War II.26

Younger his to ri ans – many of them asso ci ated with what 
became known as the Bielefeld School – were far less skep ti cal 
about those his to ri ans who had emi grated. They reevaluated 
the biographical back ground and its sig nif i cance for writ ing 
Ger man his tory so that it no lon ger meant a lack of abil ity to 
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do schol arly work.27 Leschnitzer was there fore  able to exert 
a deci sive influ ence on the edu ca tion of a youn ger gen er a-
tion of his to ri ans in West Germany who turned to Jew ish his-
tory. At the Free University in Berlin, a “Leschnitzer Circle” of 
inter ested stu dents formed begin ning in 1953 and met reg u-
larly while their men tor taught in the United States. This cir-
cle included schol ars who went on to con trib ute sig nif i cantly 
to the estab lish ment of Jew ish his tory in West Germany in 
the 1970s and 1980s, includ ing Monika Richarz, Stefan Rohr-
bacher, Reinhard Rürup, Stefi Jersch-Wenzel, Konrad Kwiet 
and Julius Schoeps.28 Leschnitzer was thus instru men tal 
in mak ing Berlin an impor tant focal point for schol ars who 
wanted to study the his tory of Juda ism.

The fact that, after his ini tial skep ti cism, Leschnitzer became 
so inten sively involved in his coun try of ori gin was related to 
his desire to research and under stand the roots of Ger man 
antisemitism. Throughout his life, he saw him self as a Ger man 
Jew who had found ref uge in the United States, as he pointed 
out in 1962: “Today I feel like an Amer i can, which means: 
I’m grate ful to this coun try for tak ing me and my fam ily in.”29 
Fourteen years later, when asked to which coun try he felt he 
belonged, he replied, “Jew ish-Amer i can of Ger man descent.”30 
The tem po rary return to Germany played an ambiv a lent but 
deci sive role for the scholar, shap ing his work because of the 
ambiv a lence he expe ri enced. In 1966, Leschnitzer resigned 
from his posi tion at City College in New York, but retained 
his hon or ary pro fes sor ship at the Free University until 1972. 
While he did not ful fill his ambi tion of writ ing a his tory of 
Juda ism, Leschnitzer was rec og nized as one of the “grand old 
men” among Ger man-Jew ish emigré schol ars upon his death 
in Centerport, New York, on July 24, 1980, at the age of 81.31

II. How Ger man History is to be Written: George L. Mosse

In the 1960s, a youn ger gen er a tion of ref u gee his to ri ans 
obtained key posi tions in Amer i can his tor i cal schol ar ship. 
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Historians refer to them as the “sec ond gen er a tion,” roughly 
encompassing the birth cohorts 1918 to 1935.32 Members of 
this gen er a tion came to the United States as chil dren and 
ado les cents and were edu cated there – some times by émigré 
schol ars from the first gen er a tion. Like the first gen er a tion, 
mem bers of the sec ond gen er a tion sought to under stand the 
rise and nature of the National Socialist move ment. To do so, 
they exam ined ideo log i cal and sym bolic mech a nisms that the 
Nazis had exploited.33 They saw illib er al ism and irra tio nal-
ism as the causes of Germany’s Sonderweg (spe cial path), not 
social and eco nomic aber ra tions.34 While the first gen er a tion 
of social his to ri ans regarded the trans fer of gov ern ment to 
Hitler and the down fall of lib eral democ racy as a major cae-
sura in Ger man his tory, cul tural his to ri ans such as George 
Mosse post poned the cru cial cae sura to 1941. For them, the 
antisemitic pol icy of exclu sion and per se cu tion, which led to 
mass mur der, was not auto mat i cally inher ent in the trans fer 
of gov ern ment to Hitler, but could be explained by ideo log i-
cal pre con di tions. These his to ri ans there fore ini ti ated a shift 
in per spec tive by turn ing to Ger man cul tural and intel lec tual 
his tory.35

George L. Mosse, born in 1918, emi grated in 1933 and stud-
ied in England and the United States. After his grad u ate 
stud ies at Harvard University, he worked at the University of 
Iowa and from 1955 onwards at the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison. Mosse also taught at dif fer ent uni ver si ties such as 
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Cambridge University, 
and the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich  . In a pref ace 
included in the 1979 Ger man trans la tion of his first work on 
Nazi ideology, The Crisis of Ger man Ideology (originally pub-
lished in English in 1964), he reacted to the inter pre ta tions of 
his West Ger man col leagues as fol lows:

It is eas ier, of course, to see National Socialism as a break with 
the Ger man past, a one-time aber ra tion under [the con di tions 
of] war and the great eco nomic cri ses of the post war period. 
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The power of colos sal forces, to which so many his to ri ans have 
referred, often seems to leave out per sonal respon si bil ity.36

In this obser va tion, Mosse implied that his col leagues were 
shap ing a national and indi vid ual self-image that exter nal-
ized respon si bil ity for National Socialism. Karel Plessini has 

36 George L. Mosse, 
Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein 
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Figure 3. George L 
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around 1950, F 80889, 
George L Mosse Col-
lection, AR 25137, Leo 
Baeck Institute New York. 
Reproduced by per mis
sion.

sich natürlich leich-
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Nationalsozialismus 
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argued that the book arose from a dual con cern of Mosse’s: 
for the lin ger ing past, which he rec og nized in the des e cra-
tion of the Cologne syn a gogue in 1959, and for the pres ent of 
1979, in which lib er al ism and democ racy were endan gered. 
For Mosse, völkisch ideas still existed both in Germany and 
the United States. He par tic u larly observed them in extrem ist 
groups who held antisemitic and rac ist beliefs.37 Mosse’s work 
addressed both a con cern for the sur vival of democ racy and 
the threat that antisemitism posed to a lib eral soci ety. Mosse 
high lighted völkisch ideology as cen tral to the rise of National 
Socialism. He jus ti fied his approach as fol lows: “Historians 
have not given them [ideas] much seri ous atten tion, for they 
have regarded this ideology [völkisch thought] as a spe cies of 
subintellectual rather than intel lec tual his tory.” For Mosse, 
völkisch thought represented a con ti nu ity across 1933 and 
at the same time dis tin guished Ger man fas cism from Ital ian 
fas cism. In his per spec tive, the National Socialist sei zure of 
power was the log i cal cul mi na tion of par tic u lar devel op ments 
in Ger man his tory.38

In the United States, Mosse’s book was con tro ver sial. His per-
spec tive was con sid ered fruit ful, but not far-reaching enough. 
Gerhard Weinberg, a spe cial ist in the his tory of World War 
II, argued that Mosse overstated the role of ideology while 
underestimating other geo graph i cal and power-polit i cal 
issues.39 Fritz T. Epstein, a first-gen er a tion émigré his to rian 
who had fled from Germany to the United States, wrote a 
let ter to Mosse crit i ciz ing him for not doing jus tice to Ger-
man intel lec tual life by reduc ing it to völkisch thought.40 In a 
review in the Amer i can Historical Review Klemens von Klem-
perer attacked Mosse’s work on sim i lar grounds: “Mosse’s 
pic ture of Wilhelminian Germany is distorted and forced into 
a ‘volkish’ strait jacket.” Klemperer con sid ered Mosse’s book 
a step back ward from other con tem po rary his tor i cal stud ies. 
In his view, Mosse overestimated the ideo log i cal sig nif i cance 
of National Socialism, while underestimating the “role of 
the imme di ate cri sis, polit i cal, eco nomic, and social.”41 Only 

37 Karel Plessini, The 
Perils of Normalcy: 
George L. Mosse and 
the Remaking of Cul-
tural History (Madison, 
Wis., 2014), 46–50, 
esp. 47.

38 George L. Mosse, 
The Crisis of Ger man 
Ideology: Intellectual 
Origins of the Third 
Reich (New York, 
1964), 1–4 (quote p. 1).

39 Gerhard L.  
Weinberg, review of 
The Crisis of Ger man 
Ideology: Intellectual 
Origins of the Third 
Reich, by George L. 
Mosse, Political Science 
Quarterly 81, no. 1 
(1966).

40 Fritz T. Epstein to 
Mosse, May 14, 1965, 
George L. Mosse 
Collection (GLMC), AR 
25137, B 14/F 8, LBI.

41 Klemens v.  
Klemperer, review of 
The Crisis of Ger man 
Ideology: Intellectual 
Origins of the Third 
Reich, by George L. 
Mosse, Amer i can  
Historical Review 71, 
no. 2 (1966): 609. See 
also Hans Kohn, “Belief 
in Blood,” The Nation, 
April 26, 1966; Carl 
G. Anthon, review of 
The Crisis of Ger man 
Ideology, by George L. 
Mosse, Social Studies 
56, no. 4 (1965); 
Guenter Lewy, “Roots 
of Nazism,” The  
Progressive, June 
1965.



47Anna Corsten | German-Speaking Refugee Historians

a few schol ars expressed con sis tently pos i tive views. Carl J. 
Friedrich, for exam ple, praised Mosse’s approach for mak ing 
it clear that National Socialism had not been an acci den tal 
prod uct of Ger man his tory.42 In sum, Mosse’s empha sis on 
Ger man intel lec tual life was viewed crit i cally. Mosse offered 
a new inter pre ta tion by not portraying National Socialism as 
a prod uct of Nazi pro pa ganda and the manip u la tion of the 
masses. Mosse’s account did not fea ture a pow er less pop u la-
tion dom i nated by a ruth less Nazi elite. Nor did Mosse con-
sider eco nomic and social struc tures or acute cri ses to have 
been deci sive. Rather, the Nazi sei zure of power was the final 
step in a cumu la tive pro cess of cul tural devel op ment dat ing 
back to the nineteenth cen tury.43

In West Germany, the his to rian and spe cial ist in mod ern 
Ger man and English his tory, Bernd-Jürgen Wendt, reviewed 
Mosse’s book in the weekly news pa per Die Zeit in 1967. He 
con cluded that Mosse’s find ings were likely to meet with 
rejec tion in the dis ci pline and among the gen eral pub-
lic because of his con ti nu ity the sis and its ideology-based 
approach.44 He was to be proven right. The fif teen-year delay 
before Mosse’s book was trans lated into Ger man sug gests the 
accu racy of Wendt’s assess ment. His book was by no means 
out dated at this point; rather, it presented a new inter pre ta-
tion of National Socialism in West Germany as cul tural his-
tory began to emerge. In his 1979 pref ace, Mosse pointed 
out that his con ti nu ity the sis and his empha sis on the spec-
i fic ity of Ger man fas cism in par tic u lar had met crit i cism. He 
sin gled out Ritter (who had passed away in 1967): “[Even] if 
the Ger man his to rian Gerhard Ritter claimed that the ideo-
log i cal devel op ment that led to National Socialism was not a 
typ i cally Ger man devel op ment, because other countries had 
expe ri enced sim i lar move ments, this assump tion is false.”45 
Overall, the West Ger man reac tion remained lim ited.

Beginning in the 1980s, the lines of dis course in West Ger-
man his tor i cal schol ar ship began to shift. This can be seen 
in the recep tion of Mosse’s 1984 book Nationalism and  
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Sexuality. With this book, Mosse became a pio neer in the field 
of the his tory of the body and in research on nation al ism in 
the United States. His inter est in con struc tions of masculinity 
sprang from the ques tion of how nation al ism instrumental-
ized myths and sym bols to achieve con sen sus in a soci ety.46 
It was pri mar ily youn ger his to ri ans in West Germany, born in 
the 1950s, who engaged with his work. Hans Mommsen’s stu-
dent Chris tian Jansen, for exam ple, observed that “instruc tive 
books in the field of the his tory of ideology or men tal ity con-
tinue to come to a large extent from the United States” and 
that “Ger man emi grants” played a “prominent role” in this.47 
Jansen found Mosse’s argu ment of the unique ness of National 
Socialism con vinc ing. The major ity of West Ger man his to ri-
ans, how ever, treated Mosse’s work with silence. The rea son 
for this was that Mosse, unlike many established West Ger man 
his to ri ans, empha sized cul tural causes for the pop u lar sup-
port of National Socialism. To mobi lize the pop u la tion, Mosse 
argued, the Nazi move ment drew on pat terns of thought that 
had prevailed for decades. Mosse had repeat edly empha sized 
the sin gu lar ity of National Socialism. In the course of the His-
torikerstreit (Historians’ Controversy) of 1986, when Ernst 
Nolte insisted on the com pa ra bil ity of the Holocaust with 
other grave crimes against human ity, it is nota ble that Nolte’s 
oppo nents did not take up Mosse’s argu ment to refute him. 
Mosse did not inter vene in the dis pute because he saw it less 
as a schol arly debate than “as a quest for Ger man national 
iden tity.”48

What were the rea sons for the mar gin al i za tion of Mosse’s work 
in the 1970s and 1980s? Defensive efforts to deny respon si bil ity 
for National Socialism, as in the 1950s and 1960s, played a lesser 
role. Nevertheless, Mosse’s approach dif fered from a com mon 
nar ra tive, the basic nar ra tive, of West Ger man social his to ri-
ans, who blamed anon y mous struc tures for Nazism. From the 
per spec tive of many West Ger man his to ri ans Mosse’s work was 
bound to remain spec u la tive because he placed human thought 
at the cen ter of his work. But what Mosse was concerned with 
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was ana lyz ing the rela tion ship of pop u lar beliefs to National 
Socialism. There was also another meta-dis course that shaped 
the inter pre ta tion of National Socialism, as a pub lic exchange 
between the Ger man his to rian Martin Broszat and the Israeli 
his to rian Saul Friedländer illus trates. Once again, this involved 
the ques tion of what sta tus National Socialism should be given 
in Ger man his tory. Broszat called for a “historicization” that 
would ensure that “this utterly depraved chap ter in Ger man 
his tory [. . .] become[s] capa ble of being inte grated once again 
as a por tion of one’s own national his tory.”49 Moshe Zimmer-
mann explains Mosse’s mar gin al i za tion in this con text as an 
attempt by West Ger man his to ri ans “to res cue Ger man his tory 
from Nazism in ret ro spect.”50

III. The Revaluation of Bio gra phy and Interpretation:  
Henry Friedlander

Unlike Mosse, Henry Friedlander, born in 1930, viewed the 
Holocaust as pri mar ily a bureau cratic pro cess. Friedlander 
stud ied his tory but did not turn to Holocaust research until 
the 1970s. In 1941, at the age of eleven, Friedlander had been 
deported from Berlin and sur vived a series of con cen tra tion 
camps, includ ing Auschwitz-Birkenau. Friedlander was only 
 able to emi grate to the United States after the end of the war 
and then became a his to rian.

Reflecting on his ini tial direc tion of research, he wrote:

As we know, his to ri ans do not eval u ate the past in a vac uum. 
Their work is influ enced, per haps even deter mined, by the intel-
lec tual and polit i cal cli mate of their times. I started research on 
my dis ser ta tion in the mid dle 1950s and at that time World War 
II and Nazi geno cide was still imme di ate as both chro no log i cal 
event and per sonal expe ri ence. But I believed that those events 
were still too recent and too col ored by per sonal involve ment 
for bal anced his tor i cal treat ment. Instead, I turned, as did many 
oth ers, to the years 1914–1920 to explain the ter ror unleashed 
between 1933 and 1945.51
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Friedlander con sid ered the Holocaust as too close in time 
and too per sonal to be treated with the nec es sary schol arly 
detach ment. This was a typ i cal atti tude in both Amer i can and 
West Ger man his to ri og ra phy, suggesting that sur vi vors could 
not write “objec tively” about the time period that affected 
them per son ally. Despite these res er va tions, Friedlander 
turned to the study of the Holocaust in the 1970s. He wrote 
about his rea sons in an undated note:

The boy who has not aged with out a name or face has always 
followed me. He looks over my shoul der, sits behind me on air-
planes. For the first ten years I did not want him there. I did not 
think or talk about the past. Then we agreed to tol er ate each other 
and I could think about it, and did so a lot for the next 15 years. 
I read the mem oirs of oth ers, the heavy tomes of the schol ars,  

Figure 4. Henry  
Friedlander vis it
ing the Rosenstraße 
memo rial in Berlin, 
2009. Photograph 
taken by Ben ja min 
Friedlander, pri vate 
col lec tion. Repro-
duced by per mis sion.
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finally even the doc u ments. [. . .] Then after 25 years, in 1970, 
I had to write it down. I hes i tated, I did not wish to do it. But 
some how I believe the boy with out a face or name under stood, 
approved, and even encour aged me.52

This hand writ ten four-page man u script, enti tled “The 
Observer in Birkenau - A per sonal his to ri og ra phy of the Holo-
caust,” is found in Friedlander’s papers in a folder contain-
ing var i ous lec ture man u scripts. In Novem ber and Decem ber 
1966, dur ing his ten ure at McMaster University in Hamilton, 
Canada, Friedlander gave six lec tures to the Jew ish com mu-
nity under the title “The Jew in the Modern World.” In these 
lec tures, he cov ered the spread of what he called “mod-
ern anti-Sem i tism” at the turn of the cen tury, the “racial” 
antisemitism of the Nazis, and the expul sion, ghet to iza tion, 
and mur der of Jews dur ing World War II. This lec ture series 
shows that Friedlander had cer tainly dealt with the Holocaust 
out side of an aca demic con text. In the quoted excerpt, Fried-
lander portrayed his time in Birkenau as both an obsta cle and 
an impe tus to his research. By try ing to leave the shad ows 
of the past behind for over 25 years, he avoided the sub ject 
of geno cide in World War II on a schol arly level. Only when 
he confronted his mem o ries did he turn to the sub ject of the 
Holocaust. His per sonal expe ri ence, which had ini tially kept 
him from deal ing with the Holocaust, now spurred him on to 
con front it.53 Thus, Friedlander empha sized his respon si bil ity 
as a sur vi vor to research the Holocaust. At the same time, he 
felt it was nec es sary to clearly sep a rate his mem ory as a sur-
vi vor and his work as a scholar. In this con text, he described 
the res er va tions of some col leagues who advised him against 
study ing the Holocaust pre cisely because he was a sur vi vor.54 
In response, Friedlander portrayed him self as an exceed ingly 
sober and unemo tional researcher, much as other Holocaust 
schol ars who were also sur vi vors such as Raul Hilberg and 
Gerhard Weinberg did.

When Friedlander reviewed the state of Holocaust research 
on the occa sion of Yom Hashoah in 1975, he hinted at the dif-
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fi culty of mak ing one self heard as a sur vi vor. “When talking 
about the unthinkable, reports use clichés. [. . .] Those who 
are sin cere, must often become sen sa tion al ist when describ-
ing unbe liev able accounts like the depor ta tion of the chil dren 
from Drancy.”55 Friedlander empha sized the lack of inter est in 
the Holocaust among the pub lic. According to Friedlander, the 
mass mur der of the Jews only received atten tion when sim pli-
fi ca tions sat is fied the pub lic’s desire for sen sa tion al ism.

Friedlander approached the sub ject of the Holocaust through 
the ques tion of its institutionalization. In the early 1970s, he 
was among the first schol ars to offer courses on the geno cide 
of Euro pean Jews at the uni ver sity level. However, his efforts 
to estab lish a per ma nent sem i nar, the New York Faculty Sem-
inar on the Holocaust, met with only lim ited inter est from 
his col leagues. Friedlander intended to dis cuss with teach-
ers and lec tur ers how the his tory of the Holocaust could be 
taught.56 His attempt to recruit emigré schol ars from his own 
gen er a tion as well as the first gen er a tion met with refus als 
from more than half of the research ers whom he contacted. 
Peter Gay, for exam ple, wrote him that it was a very impor tant 
under tak ing but that he could not attend because of his work-
load.57 The topic of the Holocaust met with lim ited inter est in 
a New York cir cle of human i ties schol ars, partly because their 
per sonal his to ries made it dif fi cult to approach the sub ject as 
schol ars. Moreover, since the topic of the Holocaust was not 
insti tu tion al ized in aca de mia, study ing it might hin der one’s 
career.58 This sit u a tion changed from the 1970s onwards, 
when the first sem i nars on the Holocaust and cor re spond ing 
fur ther edu ca tion oppor tu ni ties were offered in the US and 
even tu ally also in Europe.

In the 1980s, aware ness of the crimes and hor rors of the Nazi 
regime grew among many Ger mans due to cin e matic and 
media dis cus sions of the Holocaust that presented Jew ish 
vic tims, on the one hand, and a homo ge neous mass of per-
pe tra tors, on the other. This atten tion encour aged schol arly 
research as well as the institutionalization of mon u ments 
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and memo ri als, even if it ini tially remained unclear how they 
should be shaped. During these years, Friedlander turned to 
the sub ject of the so-called “eutha na sia” pro gram, the sys tem-
atic mur der of per sons with disabilities, resulting in his opus 
mag num, The Origins of Nazi Genocide, published in 1995. 
He interpreted the “eutha na sia” mur ders as an exper i men-
tal arrange ment for the Holocaust. The mur der pro gram had 
enabled the Nazis to find out how they could sys tem at i cally 
mur der peo ple with out much effort and with out attracting 
too much atten tion. His the sis that Jews, Sinti, Roma and peo-
ple with disabilities were killed for the same rea son, which 
Friedlander called “hered ity,” was con tro ver sial in both Ger-
many and the United States. By list ing Sinti and Roma as a 
vic tim group along side Jews, Friedlander entered into a con-
flict between Jew ish schol ars and Sinti and Roma activ ists 
that viv idly reflects the work ings of com pet i tive mem ory. In 
the course of the Israeli his to rian Yehuda Bauer’s speech on 
the occa sion of the Memorial Day of the Victims of National 
Socialism on Jan u ary 27, 1998, in the Ger man Bundestag, 
the debate on the com pa ra bil ity of vic tim groups reached its 
cli max. Bauer empha sized the unique ness of the National 
Socialist geno cide of the Jews, the basis of which was antise-
mitic ideology. Although he referred to the Nazi mur der of 
Sinti and Roma as a geno cide, in the ensu ing debate he dis tin-
guished it sys tem at i cally from that of the Jews.59 By con trast, 
Friedlander was one of the first Jew ish schol ars to argue that 
Jews, Sinti, and Roma were all  per se cuted for the same rea-
son, a the sis for which he was harshly crit i cized.60

Overall, how ever, Friedlander’s book received pos i tive 
reviews, espe cially in the United States, and won sev eral 
awards. It also received praise in Germany. The polit i cal 
sci en tist Joachim Perels, for exam ple, wrote: “His anal y sis 
is given spe cial weight by the fact that it com bines his own 
expe ri ences with rights-destroying insti tu tions of the Nazi 
regime with the claim of fac tu ally accu rate pre sen ta tion.” 
Friedlander’s work not only pos sessed the same objectivity as 
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the stud ies of other his to ri ans, but an “objectivity enhanced 
by his own obser va tion.”61

In this quote, it is clear that the role of biog ra phy was val o-
rized, espe cially in the 1980s and 1990s in Germany. Fried-
lander’s biog ra phy was no lon ger con sid ered a rea son for his 
pos si ble bias but became a source of spe cial author ity. The 
same argu ment increased the rec og ni tion of other his to ri ans 
such as Raul Hilberg and Mosse dur ing this period. Overall, it 
can be stated that the works of the sec ond gen er a tion expe ri-
enced a reval u a tion from the end of the 1970s onward, that is, 
they were trans lated more quickly and brought out by more 
prominent pub lish ing houses; they were also discussed more 
fre quently in the gen eral press and in cen tral pub li ca tion 
organs of his tor i cal schol ar ship. If ori gin and biog ra phy had 
long been an obsta cle to recep tion and a bar rier to rec og ni-
tion, the oppo site was now the case for the 1980s. The ques-
tion arises: Why did this hap pen so late?

Conclusion: Belated Recognition as Intellectual Reparation

When asked about the long silence on the Holocaust in an 
inter view with the Frankfurter Rundschau in 1993, Raul Hil-
berg stated: “You only know what you want to know.”62 He was 
refer ring to the cul tural func tion of his to ri ans, who not only 
pro duce knowl edge about the past, but also repro duce and 
rein force it in the form of nar ra tives that can be approved by 
soci ety. The inter pre ta tions of emigré his to ri ans presented 
here were often rejected by Ger man col leagues because they 
dam aged the self-image of a dem o cratic pop u la tion which had 
thrown off the bur den of the Nazi inter lude. While his to ri ans 
work ing in West Germany wanted to strengthen the national 
self-image in the first three post war decades by refer ring back 
to their own past as pos i tively as pos si ble, the émigrés were 
concerned with a com plete elu ci da tion of this self-image in 
order to strengthen the aware ness of democ racy in the pres-
ent and the future. When research gaps became appar ent at 
the end of the 1970s due to the increase in  knowl edge about 
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the Holocaust, there was an increased turn to the work of émi-
gré his to ri ans. They had already addressed many of the ques-
tions that were now being asked.

Overall, the aim of Ger man his tor i cal schol ar ship on National 
Socialism and the Holocaust, as well as its use by pol i ti cians, 
became not only to fill research gaps but also to cre ate the 
image, both at home and abroad, of a nation that dealt forth-
rightly with its past. The styl i za tion of many émigré his to ri-
ans’ works as ”clas sics of con tem po rary his tory” reshaped 
a story about the avoid ance of the Holocaust into a suc cess 
story that fit into the nar ra tive of the suc cess story of the Fed-
eral Republic. Sybille Steinbacher, refer ring to Hilberg in this 
con text, even speaks of the “ten dency towards exaggeration 
in the recep tion of the pres ent.”63 The inter na tion al i za tion of 
his tor i cal schol ar ship accel er ated in this con text.

The debates trig gered by these émigré his to ri ans show that 
his to ri og ra phy con sists not only of the inter pre ta tion of his-
tor i cal events, but also inter venes in a soci ety’s cul tural 
self-under stand ing of its own past. The dif fi cul ties émigré 
his to ri ans had in par tici pat ing in West Ger man dis course 
resulted from the fact that many West Ger man his to ri ans 
saw them selves as the guard ians of the inter pre ta tion of their 
own his tory for a long time. The valorization of their work 
was thus not nec es sar ily a sign of the shift in per spec tive and 
the open ing up of con tem po rary his tory. For there was often 
no inten sive dis cus sion of con tro ver sial the ses. Raul Hilberg 
thus recorded: “First they [the Ger mans] don’t pay atten tion 
to me, then they make me a saint. Both times they don’t read 
my books.”64 Doris Bergen judges that Hilberg’s stan dard work 
“might be called the greatest book about the Holocaust that is 
the least read.”65 Thus, the pro cess of reevaluation was also, 
as Hans Rosenberg and Fritz Stern put it, a “sym bolic act of 
intel lec tual rep a ra tion.”66

What can we learn from these émigré his to ri ans today? The 
ana ly ses of the first gen er a tion remind us which social and 
eco nomic fac tors con trib ute to a weak en ing of democ racy 

64 Hilberg, quoted 
in Ulrich Herbert, 
“Nach Kenntnis Der 
Akten: Nachruf,” taz, 
August 8, 2007, 15. 
Ger man orig i nal: “Erst 
beachten sie [die 
Deutschen] mich nicht, 
dann machen sie mich 
zu einem Heiligen. 
Beide Male lesen sie 
meine Bücher nicht.”

65 Bergen, “Out of the 
Limelight or In,” 239.

66 BArch, N 1376/53, 
Korrespondenz, 
allgemein, undatiert. 
Ger man orig i nal: 
“symbolhaften Akt 
der geistigen Wie-
dergutmachung.” See 
also Hans Rosen-
berg, “Rückblick Auf 
Ein Historikerleben 
Zwischen Zwei Kul-
turen,” in Machteliten 
und Wirtschaftskon-
junkturen: Studien zur 
neueren deutschen 
Sozial- und wirt-
schaftsgeschichte, ed. 
Hans Rosenberg  
(Göttingen, 1978), 23.

63 Sybille Steinbacher, 
“Akribie, Ernst und 
Strenge: Raul Hilbergs 
Bedeutung für die 
Holocaustforschung,” 
in Raul Hilberg und die 
Holocaust- 
Historiographie, ed. 
René Schlott  
(Göttingen, 2019), 25. 
Ger man orig i nal: “Ten-
denz zu[r] Überhöhung 
in der Rezeption der 
Gegenwart.”



56 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 72 | Fall 2023

and which social groups can be involved in it. In par tic u lar, 
Adolf Leschnitzer’s research makes clear that the exclu sion 
and dis crim i na tion of social groups does not result from the 
behav ior of those affected but from the prej u dices of those 
who dis crim i nate. Antisemitism and rac ism do not dis ap pear 
when vic tims con form to a vaguely for mu lated notion of a 
Leitkultur (heg e monic cul ture). The sec ond gen er a tion of cul-
tural his to ri ans elu ci dated how author i tar ian think ing feeds 
on fear-mon ger ing and cat a strophic sce nar ios. That free dom 
and democ racy are exposed to con stant threats was empha-
sized above all  by Fritz Stern. Following George Mosse, schol-
ars today exam ine the devel op ment of lib er al ism as well as 
the rela tion ship between nation al ism, rac ist ste reo types, and 
gen der roles in post-1945 polit i cal cul ture. Finally, Holocaust 
schol ars have clar i fied the con di tions under which mass mur-
der becomes pos si ble: with the help of thor oughly orga nized 
bureau cra cies, in the con text of wars. Henry Friedlander 
argued that research should not be lim ited by the notion of 
the unique ness of the Holocaust or focused only on cer tain 
vic tim groups. As Hilberg also pointed out, knowl edge of the 
course of the Holocaust could help pre vent fur ther geno cides 
or at least iden tify them quickly. What we can learn today, 
how ever, espe cially from these émigré his to ri ans, is that eth-
i cal prin ci ples accom pany the crafting of con tem po rary his-
tory. As a result, his to ri ans can and must con stantly ques tion 
the his tor i cal nar ra tives under ly ing a nation.
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