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Involvement, shame and guilt 

Children of Nazi Germany sixty years on
Michael Ermann, München

It is a moving moment to present a paper on the subject of Nazi Germany at the first congress of the International Psychoanalytic Association in the capital of Germany since the gloomy period when this country and its criminal ideology overwhelmed Europe with war and terror and brought incomprehensible sorrow to its peoples. And, in the face of millions of victims, it is not easy to deal with the trauma which Germans themselves have suffered by that catastrophe which they had brought upon others.

However, after more than sixty years since the end of World War II, there is an increasing readiness to examine the fact that the war that was started by the Nazis alsoaffected increasingly the civilian population of Germany in a devastating way. A huge number of children became traumatized by violence and loss of relatives, by bombings, destruction and displacement, by illness, hunger and emotional deprivation. 

The violations that were suffered by the children of Nazi Germany were denied in the public discourse about the consequences of the WW II for decades (Bode 2004) when at least West Germany was dominated by hypomanic defence against shock, feelings of guilt and shame about the crimes which Germans had tolerated or even participated in, but also shame about their fascination, about being seduced by and having submitted to the terror system.
The parents of the children of Nazi Germany – who were the children of the First World War themselves – were paralyzed by shock, post-war depression, and by what Mitscherlich and Mitscherlich (1975) called the inability to mourn due to the involvement of most of the German families in the Nazi terror in one way or the other. Parents were both incapable of sharing their feelings with their children and of sharing the feelings of their children. Worried and burdened themselves, many of them parentified their children and made them supporters of their own coping processes. Mothers who had to bear the burden of war and post-war experiences, left alone without husbands and being a father substitute to their children. Fathers, who returned from the war disappointed as losers, many of them damaged and distressed, or who returned home from prison as weakened, ill and broken men. 

Many of these children became carriers of the hope and future and supporters of their parents. They devoted their lives to the restoration of their families and of their parents’ self – working hard and efficiently, taking responsibility and gaining success. They denied their personal interests and identified with those of the family. They took the function of partners of their parents, and many never lived an independent life. 

Because the parental generation was preoccupied with their own problems and denial, few of the children of Nazi Germany received adequate attention and support in dealing with their feelings and their suffering. In trying not to burden their parents, they did not ask and did not talk. They were left alone in their feelings about others, and they were left to themselves. Lacking the ability to reflect on their own and others’ experiences, they numbed in respect to their biography and that of their family. They knew the facts, but these did not touch them; they became the mute heirs of a history that they did not deeply understand.  Consequently, they had no real understanding of themselves and lacked self-identity.

Not until the end of the twentieth century did the public turn their attention to the by then aging children of Nazi Germany (e.g. Roberts 2003, Radebold 2004). This happened after a long and exhausting period of ambivalent remembering of what had been done to Jewish and other victims by the National Socialism (NS) terror (e.g. Bergmann et al. 1987, Kogan 1995), and after it had become more or less accepted, that being a victim of the terror, and being traumatized from the war which was incited by their own country, was fundamentally different and must not be compared.

Personal background

It was at this time that in preparing a conference on childhood the topic of war children came for the first time into my professional thinking. Being a war baby myself, it became obvious to me just how little my own history had touched me in my self-analysis and throughout the years of my psychoanalytic practice up to then. I was surprised and ashamed. And I began to look for how that could have happened. 

What I found in myself was a complex of different feelings and attitudes. One is the diffidence against my parents that filled me with a deep ambivalence in regard to the biography of my family. I felt a tendency towards idealization – over-emphasizing my family’s humanistic thinking and solidarity with suffering. But I also recognized that I had always hesitated to get realistic information on the biography of my family during the NS time. I had never asked for the facts in detail. Today I understand that I was frightened of finding both – the Nazi and the traumatized part of my parents, and in the last consequence to have it reflected within myself.

Another obstacle is the ambiguity as a German towards the Jews. For a long time it constituted a tension that had disabled me in regarding my personal violations. The encounter with Jewish colleagues, especially during the Nazareth meetings of psychoanalysts from Israelis and Germany since the 1990s (Kreuzer Haustein xxx) , had taught me that being born German is forever attaching to the heritage of the Nazis. This heritage keeps the recognition alive that we as Germans are on the side of the perpetrators. 

The Project “Children in War”

Against the background of these reflections and ideas I and my co-workers started to study the long-term implications of childhood in war. In 2003 a project was founded that is dealing with the conscious and unconscious representations of WWII and of the NS time in Germans who were born between 1933 and 1945 at the University of Munich
 . The study group aims to examine the self-assessment of Germans who were born into Nazi Germany and what they think about their biography and their relationships. How can the early experiences from the war be processed where fascination and being frightened, perpetration and trauma are so closely connected? 

The objective of this project is not simply characterized by the word “war childhood” but is described by the term “war childhood during the NS time and its consequences”. It asks as to which traces the intrusion of this confusing and devastating outer reality has left on the unformed inner world of those children – and how they were mastered. 

The project is ongoing. Almost 100 interviews have been conducted with people out of a sample of 900 applicants who contacted us spontaneously after the project had been announced in the media. It was an overwhelming response that reflected a need among this specific generation to communicate. It had emerged in 2005 in the context of media coverage on the occasion of the commemorial days sixty years after the end of the War. Several applicants reported that they had been feeling isolated for decades with their destiny, with anxieties and feelings of alienation. They felt a sense of relief due to our initiative, and many of those who were not invited for personal interviews felt a sense of disappointment.

The semi-structured interviews last for around two hours and cover the memories and knowledge of experiences had during WWII and the post-war time, are about the family (and especially the parents) during the Nazi and war era, discuss the later psychosocial development and contemporary attitudes and opinions. The interviews are transcribed afterwards and will undergo a qualitative analysis, which at present is under development.
 Our group is still undergoing training in order to achieve sufficient rating reliability especially in regard to latent contents. 

For the time being, it is suffice to say that we analyse special object representations, e.g. the representation of the concepts ‘my mother’ or ‘NS time’. An additional assessment identifies linguistic aspects as markers of the stability of the representations. Each representation is regarded in respect of three levels: 

1) The manifest contents, e.g. violence during the flight;

2) Latent contents and mechanisms like ambivalence or unconscious affects and feelings which become apparent to the assessors, especially by evaluation of their counter-transference; and 

3) Formal manifestations during the interview like contradictions or periods of silence.

Impressions from the inteerviews

It would be too early to present definite results here. Nevertheless, I would like to share two of my personal impressions from more than 40 interviews, which I have conducted over the last two years. I would like to discuss the motivation for participation in the interviews and ambivalence in regard to the Nazi war, which became apparent to me.

One of my strongest impressions was that most of my interviewees had a double-motivation for participating – self-pity and selflessness. On the one hand they gave me the feeling of coming like a saviour who is granting late atonement for their long-lasting suffering. Being interviewed sixty years after the end of the Nazi war meant to them not only a recognition of their early fate but also gratification for the silence they had suffered during the long decades thereafter, both within their families and in public: ‘We always were alone …’, ‘Nobody cared for what was going on within me …’, ‘I do not know whether anybody can understand what that meant’. They were proud of how they had mastered their lives out of themselves, but now they longed for late recognition. 

On the other hand, they wanted to present their story in order to help others – the children of today’s wars. Many of the interviewees had chosen to follow an altruistic way of life, i.e. caring for weak and suffering persons – parents, siblings, partners. Most of them had led their lives efficiently and conscientiously, serving the self-esteem of their families. Some could express this openly; others, between the lines, let me know how they had neglected their own needs in order to satisfy their families’. Sometimes they had overtaxed themselves, which caused illness and breakdown. Very often these mastering processes were accompanied by an internal dialog, which became obvious in my counter-transference – admiration and feelings of guilt. I felt as if it was me who had failed to support them. I understood that these people had never gained appreciation for what they had done, but inducing guilt feelings in me, it became obvious why they had done so: they felt deeply guilty for their relationships to their patents.
Feelings of shame and guilt are important topics in our interviews. It was only in a few cases that my opposites spelt out these feelings spontaneously. Some had been to visit one of the concentration camps and were distressed by what they had seen. Others were deeply impressed by movies about the persecution and the Shoa. Some had even been engaged in reparation actions. But these attitudes seemed to me separated from hidden parts of the personality that came to the fore when they were less controlled when describing their memories. Then, a very complex world became alive – a world of anxiety and fascination, where they had lived to see dramatic threats and violence as well as exciting adventures. It was not so rare, that speaking about German soldiers or shot-down American fighter-bombers evoked enthusiasm, admiration and pride and gave room for repressed identifications to emerge. As soon as my interview partners became aware of these sentiments however, they gave me the impression that they felt ashamed. Then I felt representative of a repressive world which did not allow but that what conformed to political correctness.

In the same way I experienced ambivalence in regard to the assessment of the NS ideology. Some interviewees spoke openly about the involvement of their family in the system and seemed to assume responsibility for it. A few others reported convincingly that their families or part of them were in opposition to the system; attachment to the church or to the antifascist movement seemed to have helped them to keep their distance.  

But most participants in our research denied knowledge of the activities of their parents and other relatives during the Nazi era. Their families had refused to give room for this subject to be discussed after the war. Similarly, most families avoided dealing with anti-Semitism and persecution openly. But when describing what had really happened and what they remembered, there appeared contradictions, which showed deeper involvement, sometimes even collaboration. Some interviewees recognized those contradictions – as they said – for the first time. Others played them down. For me as the interviewer it was important to control my persecuting counter-transference and to understand that there was a deeper identification with the Nazi part of their parents. It created a loyalty conflict that caused paranoid anxieties in them and turned me into the persecutor.  

Conclusion
From this experience I come to a general conclusion as to what I personally have learnt from my interviews. I have learnt that topics that involve the NS history of Germany bear a potential for splitting. As an interviewer on the subject of childhood in the NS war, I felt two different tendencies in respect to my own attitude towards the interviewed persons. The one was to identify with them as ‘victims’ – in our case ‘victims of the war’ – neglecting the fact that their trauma was a consequence and repercussion of the political development for which we Germans have to take responsibility. The other tendency was to take the position of the persecutor who intends to uncover any Nazi identification of the interviewed. Especially for a German, both these tendencies are serving as a defence against the recognition of the personal involvement into the share of responsibility for the German history – finally against shame and guilt feelings within oneself. 

This splitting keeps the complexity of the truth out of mind. The truth is that we have to bear the tension coming from the fact that trauma and perpetration are so close together in us Germans and the NS past of our country. It is hard to accept that children of the perpetrators and the approving majority are traumatized children as well (Ermann 2007). Another truth is that the suffering of the children of Nazi Germany must not be offset against what the Nazis did to their victims. To bear this tension is the developmental challenge in dealing with the past of this country and hopefully a resource for mental growth.
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