
Moments of Reckoning 
 
I have been coming to Berlin with regularity for over thirty years. For many years now, on my 
first day in Berlin, I go to Olivaer Platz in Charlottenburg. I sit on the benches. I have a coffee in 
a café overlooking the square. Olivaer Platz was my father Manfred’s favorite park growing up 
as a child in Berlin in the 1930s. His grandparents Jakob and Rosa lived down the street on 
Kurfürstendamm. They lived several blocks from the Fasanenstraße synagogue, where my great-
grandfather Magnus Davidsohn was the chief Cantor from 1912 until its destruction on 
Kristallnacht. The happiest memories my father retained from his Berlin childhood are from 
playing in Olivaer Platz. Olivaer Platz was also where my father was beaten repeatedly, once so 
viciously that his nanny had to carry him bleeding and unconscious home to his mother. This, to 
me, is a good place to begin a discussion of German emancipation. 
 
When I first came to Berlin, in 1985, I was a Congress-Bundestag exchange scholar, living for a 
year with a host family in the Ruhrgebiet. We scholarship recipients had as part of our schedule a 
trip to Berlin, where we were greeted by German Bundestag deputies and taken on a tour of the 
city. Then President of the Bundestag Phillip Jenninger addressed our group. In his speech, he 
lamented German suffering. But this was not the suffering of my German family. Instead, he 
spoke at length of the hundred or so Germans who had been killed in the previous quarter 
century trying to cross the Berlin Wall, and families split asunder by the division of the country.  
 
My family too had been split apart by the division of this country. My grandfather Alexander 
Intrator received his visa to London in 1938. My grandmother Ilse stayed along with my father 
through the horrors of Kristallnacht and until July, 1939, when miraculously and at the last 
possible moment they received visas to the United States. My father was not reunited with his 
father for another decade. This decade rendered impossible the close ties that often form between 
parent and child. My German family too had been split asunder in this city, ripped violently from 
their roots and cast to sea. My grandmother Ilse writes in her 1957 memoir: 
 

Though I was proud at being privileged to begin a second life, remote from the place 
where I was born, I was no exception to the feeling of anguish. My roots were struck 
deeply in their native German soil. Perhaps a part broke and remained there, for how am I 
to explain that my heart at times seems to be drawn by a force thousands of miles 
away?...Today the scars still hurt from tearing out the roots, as the stump of an amputated 
leg causes a man to say, “My foot hurts”; and yet he knows there is no foot to hurt. 

 
In 1985, in Berlin, I openly wondered why my family’s destruction was not marked in 
monuments on the streets of Berlin or in speeches to visiting exchange students. Much has 
changed in that regard, but this change has all been very recent. As a child of Berlin Jews who 
has been coming to this city for so many years, it is difficult to explain how important this 
change in the city has been to me. For the vast majority of my adult life, the history, legacy, and 
fate of we Berlin Jews was invisible. The new monuments in Berlin have entirely changed my 
relationship to this city. But they also obscure crucial features of Germany’s relationship to its 
past. Non-German tourists who encounter these monuments today depart with a sense that the 
monuments reflect a much longer national engagement with the past than they in fact do. 
 



And yet, despite these new monuments, even today, when American tourists visit they more 
often leave with something like the narrative I encountered in the 1980s. Many Americans leave 
Berlin speaking of the horrors of Stasi in East Berlin, not the acts of the Gestapo. The deaths they 
leave mourning are those of the East Germans who tragically lost their lives trying to cross it 
during its decades of its existence. The location on Fasanenstraße where the Gestapo on 
Kristallnacht forced the elderly caretaker of the synagogue to walk barefoot across broken glass 
until he relinquished the keys to the holy Torah, remain unmarked; indeed walking down 
Fasanenstraße, one would be hard pressed even to realize what happened there to Berlin’s great 
liberal synagogue. Checkpoint Charlie and the signs about the Wall physically dwarf the 
Topographie of Terror exhibit. I suspect no tourist simply stumbles across the Topographie of 
Terror exhibit, appearing as it does as an afterthought to what is presented in its immediate 
surroundings as Germany’s real tragedy. To so many Americans, Berlin is not Hitler’s capital; it 
is the location of the Berlin wall. 
 
In the consciousness of intellectuals outside Germany, where I have spent most of my life, 
Germany is indeed connected to its past, but mainly positively. Germany is everywhere 
presented as the model country – supposedly the only country in history that has ever honestly 
faced its crimes. It is a cliché in the world that Germany had a “reckoning” with its past. Indeed, 
Germany is lifted up as one of the few examples of a moral nation, a nation that has faced its 
history honestly. When the great social justice activist Bryan Stevenson speaks of America’s 
failure to face its brutal legacy and current reality of anti-black racism, he contrasts it with the 
example of Germany. In the dominant narrative of liberal Western intellectuals, the United 
States, Poland, Hungary, Japan, Russia, and many other countries have failed to have a moment 
of reckoning with their past. Germany is supposedly the sole exception. Germany is supposedly 
the only country to have truly reckoned with its past, and moved on. 
 
But when was this moment of reckoning, this time at which Germany faced its past? If you ask 
many American intellectuals, they will point to Berlin’s Holocaust Memorial. But Eisenman’s 
monument only opened in 2005. The time when Germany reckoned with its past must have 
preceded 2005. But when? 
 
The Historikerstreit was in the mid to late 1980s. It is a presupposition of that debate that 
Germany’s “reckoning with its past” had been going on for some time before that. Indeed the 
reckoning must have happened very long before the Historikerstreit, since the central thesis 
being debated was that it was time for this reckoning to be over. 
 
So, if Germany has faced its past, when exactly did it do so? I went to high school and 
University in Germany in the mid 1980s, around the time of the Historikerstreit. At that time, to 
raise my past was to risk defensiveness and ire. I would be asked if I was somehow unaware that 
I was speaking to a German, a heroic citizen of the only land that had faced its past, the most 
moral country in the world, perhaps the most moral country in world history. The reaction was 
always the same, even when I simply explained my parents’ history. “America hasn’t faced up to 
its history of slavery”, “what about the genocide of Native Americans?” and “What about 
Vietnam?” These angry, defensive reactions led me eventually to avoid the subject entirely. If 
Germany faced its past, then it did so sometime before the 1980s, by which time everyone I met 



assured me with defensive anger that Germany had done so adequately, and as an American, 
given the sins of my adopted country, to talk about such matters was unconscionable.  
 
In my Gymnasium, we discussed the Holocaust. Specifically, we discussed Auschwitz. We 
learned that ordinary Germans did not know about Nazi concentration camps placed on Polish 
soil. We learned that the guards in these concentration camps were rarely West Germans – they 
were often Eastern Europeans. This exclusive focus on concentration camps left me confused. 
My mother is from Eastern Poland and survived the war in a labor camp in Siberia. All of her 
many aunts and uncles, and all of their children, were shot by German soldiers within months of 
Hitler’s invasion of Eastern Poland. This “Holocaust by bullet” was not a subject in our 
classrooms. And yet most German families I have met in my years of living in Germany have at 
least one family member who served on the Eastern Front. Germans discussed the past, but it 
was a carefully curated one. 
 
My own experience in Germany has been that when I raise my family’s history, it feels entirely 
irrelevant to Germans. It is as if I am speaking of the 16th century. Aside from defensive anger at 
the thought of an American raising the Nazi past rather than speaking of the sins of the United 
States, there is a lack of interest in the perspective of a child of Berlin’s Jews, as if it is a 
perspective from a foreign land. As Saul Friedländer pointed out during the Historikerstreit, 
German dialogues about its past seem to have taken place without much interest in the 
perspectives of one group whom they also concern, the German Jews, and their descendants. A 
dialogue about facing the past that occurs internally between the descendants of those complicit 
in terrible evil, without any significant interest in the perspectives of the descendants of those 
terribly affected by this evil, falls short of a full reckoning.  
 
This brings me to topic of this conference, the German student revolution of 1968, which we are 
here, to some extent, to commemorate. I think that 1968 is as plausible a point as any to take as 
the fabled moment Germans “reckoned with their past”, and addressed the silence of their 
parents. But if so, whatever its other virtues, it failed as a moment of reckoning. From its failure, 
I think we can learn important lessons about the character of emancipatory knowledge. 
 
As a teenager growing up in Germany in the 1980s, it was not Paris that formed my political 
views. It was Berlin; the legacy of the German student movement shaped and formed my 
political consciousness in vitally important ways. The ideals of 1968 are, to a large extent, my 
ideals. And yet it is hard for me to avoid the sense that one of its most enduring legacies is 
precisely the aspect of German intellectual culture that I find so problematic.  
 
The German student movement was based around universal utopian socialist ideals, and a 
powerful rejection of capitalism. And the Berlin student movement certainly appealed to German 
history in carrying out this agenda; they did so by linking the crimes of the Nazi regime to 
capitalism. In arguing for the continuity between the Nazi time and the Federal Republic of 
Germany, the German student movement had the clear goal of shifting responsibility for 
National Socialism from factors such as German ethnic nationalism, to the structures and 
mechanisms of capitalism, which many in the movement argued were its real underlying causes. 
In what Hans Kundnani rightly calls “a remarkable passage”, Rudi Dutschke wrote:  

So stellte sich mir die Frage nach den Verantwortlichen des Zweiten Weltkrieges. Meine 



christliche Scham über das Geschehene war so groß, daß ich es ablehnte, weitere 
Beweisdokumente zu lesen und mich mit einer allgemeinen Erkenntnis zufriedengab: Der 
Sieg und die Macht der NSDAP, das Entstehen des Zweiten Weltkrieges ist von dem 
Bündnis zwischen NSDAP und den Reichen (Monopolkapital) nicht zu trennen. Damit 
war der Raum frei geworden für die erste Entscheidung, zwischen Kapitalismus und 
Sozialismus grundlegend differenzieren zu können und dennoch mein Christentum nicht 
aufzugeben.1 

To be sure, fascism and capitalism have some critical overlapping elements. Both fascism and 
neo-liberal capitalism have social Darwinism as a basis. In both fascism and neo-liberalism, 
value is earned by victory in a competitive struggle. One can explain central parts of the Nazi T4 
program this way, the murder of disabled Germans. Nevertheless, it should be obvious that 
equating fascism with neo-liberalism is very problematic as an analysis of history. National 
Socialism without an ideology of German ethnic and cultural superiority is impossible to 
conceive. The ideology of German ethnic and cultural superiority is ultimately a distinct 
historical force from neo-liberalism. 
 
Fascism requires a hierarchy of worth between groups. German nationalism – the view that 
Germans are, as Hitler put it, civilizational creators – is a key element in National Socialism, that 
is, German fascism. During the Historikerstreit, Martin Broszat argued that Jewish historians of 
the Nazi period engage in “mythological forms of historical remembrance” that distort true 
scientific history. But replacing the causal historical role of Aryan superiority by neo-liberalism 
is a considerably more pernicious form of mythological historical remembrance than the one that 
concerned Broszat. 
 
My concern is that in immersing itself in universal ideals, in erasing the specificity of German 
history and links to the past, members of the German student movement were seeking an 
emancipation. But the emancipation they sought was their own emancipation, from collective 
guilt at an unthinkable national past. By identifying themselves with a worldwide struggle 
against capitalism, imperialism, and Zionism, they sought to emancipate themselves from 
historical connection to the sins of the past. Many German members of the movement felt 
sufficiently liberated from the past as to label themselves “the new Jews.” Perhaps no event 
exemplifies the excesses of this mindset more than the bombing of a Jewish Community Center 
in West Berlin by the Tupamaros group in West Berlin on the anniversary of Kristallnacht in 
1969. Whatever else we can say of 1968, it hardly should be considered as history’s ideal 
standard of reckoning with a problematic past.  Nevertheless, there are valuable lessons to learn 
from its failure. 
 
The 1968 German student movement was successful in leading many German intellectuals of my 
age to the sense that they were part of a broader world movement. But a consequence has been 
that when the past is raised, many Germans suddenly are no longer Germans – they are rather 

 
1 Quoted in “Perpetrators and Victims: Germany’s 1968 Generation and Collective Memory”, 
Hans Kundnani, German Life and Letters 64:2 (April, 2011) 

 



part of the broad international struggle of the left. Minds dedicated to broader struggles, against 
capitalism, imperialism, and patriarchy, are engaged in a transnational mission to which 
individual national identities are all too conveniently rendered irrelevant.  
 
There are morals here for emancipatory knowledge. By embracing a utopian anti-capitalist 
agenda, the members of the generation of 1968 erased important particularities of German 
history. This opens the door for a charge of bad faith; if fascism is capitalism, it hardly is a 
specifically German issue. It is also robbed us of a potential source of important knowledge, 
knowledge Germans are particularly well-positioned to provide.  
 
A primary causal force in National Socialism was a deep-seated belief in German cultural 
superiority, the specifically German equivalent of what American critical theorists tend to call 
“white supremacy”. The 1968 German student movement, in its high-minded embrace of utopian 
ideals, and its false equation of capitalism with fascism, had if anything the effect of supporting 
the myth of German cultural superiority, rather than challenging it. This occlusion of German 
history has proven problematic. Germany is the country that brought the world the slogan 
“Arbeit Macht Frei.” A clear-eyed understanding of its Nazi past would have helped shield the 
world from the spectacle of Germans contrasting hard-working Germans and lazy non-Germans, 
as we have seen since the financial crisis. That it was possible for much of the German public to 
adopt the view that Germans are hardworking and Greeks are lazy strikes me as a singular failure 
of German Holocaust education.  
 
Equally worrisome is the failure to deal with a national problem of excessively high self-regard, 
which poses difficulties when facing renewed German nationalism. There is a failure to 
acknowledge a specific German history of pretensions to ethnic and cultural superiority. And this 
failure is problematic, because at a time when we face renewed ethnic nationalism and myths of 
cultural superiority, the wisdom that would emerge from a true German engagement with these 
forces would be invaluable. 
 
My father received small monthly Wiedergutmachung payments from the German government 
to compensate him for the beatings he had received on the streets of this city, beatings that left 
him with lifelong injuries. When he died in September, 2004, our family received a letter from 
the German government announcing the end of these payments. The letter stated that the case of 
Manfred Stanley was now settled. 
 
  


