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1

Introduction: Reframing Occupation  
as a System of Rule

Camilo Erlichman and Christopher Knowles

In 2003, amidst blurry TV images of the night- time bombing of Baghdad, the Allied 
occupation of Germany after the Second World War experienced a remarkable 
comeback. In its search for justifications for the invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration 
issued various statements that sought to legitimize the military interventions of the 
present by reference to the successes of ‘democratization’ through occupation in the 
past. In a speech in March 2003, President Bush proclaimed that ‘there was a time 
when many said that the cultures of Japan and Germany were incapable of sustaining 
democratic values. They were wrong. Some say the same of Iraq today. They, too, are 
mistaken.’1

Bush’s statement was just one of many similar pronouncements made at the time. 
Leading members of his administration had been floating such comparisons for a 
while, making frequent declarations that established a range of analogies between 
post- war Germany and contemporary Iraq. If post- war reconstruction had turned 
Western Germany from a country in ruins into a prosperous market economy and 
liberal democracy, they proclaimed, American post- war efforts in Iraq would surely 
turn the country from a ‘failed state’ into a beacon of political and economic stability 
in the region. Intellectual ammunition for such arguments was provided by think 
tanks close to the US government, who produced various studies using the fashionable 
label of ‘nation building’, drawing up catalogues with ‘lessons’ from the successful 
occupations of Germany and Japan for the present- day occupations in the Middle 
East. One such publication by the RAND Corporation, tellingly entitled America’s Role 
in Nation- Building: From Germany to Iraq, contained a glowing endorsement by Paul 
Bremer, the top civilian administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq. 
For Bremer, the RAND publication that traced America’s history of ‘nation building’ 
since 1945 represented ‘a marvellous “how to” manual for post- conflict stabilization 
and reconstruction’.2

Professional historians, particularly in the United States, were quick to protest at 
such historical simplifications. Writing in the Los Angeles Times, Atina Grossmann and 
Mary Nolan, two leading US experts on German history, accused the US administration 
of ‘ransack[ing] history for successful precedents’, using ‘facile historical comparisons’ 
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that ‘distort the postwar situation and blind Americans to the challenges ahead in 
Iraq’.3 Other scholarly interventions were quick to follow, most of which highlighted 
that there were many more differences than similarities between the cases of Germany 
and Iraq.4 Meanwhile, historians of the American occupation of Japan expressed 
similar despair, emphasizing how the occupation of Iraq lacked legitimacy, not only 
among the victors but most importantly among the local population.5 But if historians 
were quick to call into question the irresponsible use of the ‘good occupations’6 of 
Germany and Japan as a blueprint for future military operations designed to achieve 
‘regime change’ and ‘nation building’, the analytical question of how the occupation 
of Germany by the Western Allies fits within a broader historical framework remains 
essentially unresolved.

The occupation of Germany, it would seem, is still generally understood by historians 
as a unique and exceptional case, with most scholars regarding the subject as a story of 
post- war transition internal to German history, with passing reference to the national 
history of the four occupiers.7 Alternatively, historians have focused on how the division 
of Germany into four zones of occupation exacerbated tensions between the Western 
Allies and the Soviet Union, thereby contributing to the emergence of a Cold War 
Europe divided between East and West, and the integration of the Federal Republic of 
Germany within the Western Alliance.8 A third historiographical strand has explored 
the occupation as part of a broad ‘post- war’ narrative that analyses the challenges faced 
by people across Europe after the mass violence, death and destruction following the 
Second World War and the legacies of the Third Reich and the Holocaust, with some 
approaching the immediate post- war history of Germany as a story of post- conflict 
reconstruction.9 None of these approaches, however, discuss military occupation as 
a subject in its own right, or engage with the question of how the ruling strategies 
of the three Western Allies, together with the outcomes and legacies of occupation, 
can best be placed within a broader transnational or comparative framework.10 The 
present volume is conceived as a response to this gap in the historiographies of post- 
war Germany and Europe.

The title of this book, Transforming Occupation in the Western Zones of Germany, 
seeks to capture a three- fold approach to the subject. First, it contributes to an 
evaluation of the impact of the occupation upon German society, exploring the extent 
to which daily life, politics, society and culture were transformed during the occupation 
period. Our conception of transformation, however, does not seek to suggest that the 
experience of occupation changed everything in German society.11 It rather follows 
the recent suggestion by Simon Jackson and A. Dirk Moses that the most productive 
analytical question for historians of occupation is to explore the specific ‘ “usages and 
practices” through which occupation transforms’.12 To use a musical analogy, one 
might regard transformation as a process of modulation, a change from one key into 
another that contains elements of both. Second, Transforming Occupation reflects 
and follows an increased focus by historians on studying ruling techniques, social 
interactions and everyday life. These subjects have transformed historical approaches 
to the history of the mid- twentieth century, but are still marginal to the historiography 
of the post- war occupation of Germany.13 Third, the present volume aims to transform 
our understanding of the place of the occupation period within German and European 
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history, arguing that the occupation needs to be understood and studied as a distinct 
period in modern German history that can be explored using similar approaches to 
those adopted to analyse other cases of military occupation.

Military occupation as a dynamic power relationship

In addressing these questions, this volume starts from the assumption that military 
occupation is a discrete system of rule,14 in which the power relationships between 
rulers and ruled are different from those in other modern hierarchical societies, such 
as parliamentary or presidential democracies, absolute or constitutional monarchies, 
dictatorships or other forms of authoritarian government. The defining feature of 
military occupation is the combination of foreign rule with the dependence, in the last 
resort, on the use of threat or force. Most rulers, even domestic military dictators, can 
draw on various forms of legitimacy derived from their pre- existing relationship with 
the local population and are in that sense rooted within local society and its current 
values.15 Military occupation, on the other hand, normally begins life without intrinsic 
legitimacy, though the severity of the problem of legitimacy always depends on the 
historical context, and in particular on whether the occupation is perceived by the 
population as liberation from oppression, as conquest or subjugation following defeat 
in war by a foreign enemy, or as an illegitimate form of more long- term foreign control. 
In practice, this means that most occupation regimes need to find ways of legitimizing 
their hold on power and so induce the population to accept their authority, at least if 
they wish to stabilize their rule and achieve their political objectives.16 This quest for 
legitimacy and stability prompts occupiers to develop and apply a number of ruling 
techniques that seek to preserve their authority and power, making the most efficient 
use of the resources available to them and, if possible, circumventing the need to apply 
violent forms of coercion.17

The fundamental concept underlying this volume is therefore that the occupation 
of the western zones of Germany, as a system of rule, can best be understood as a 
dynamic power relationship between the three Western Allies and the local German 
population. The unequal and ever- changing balance of power between occupiers and 
occupied affected all aspects of society and operated at different levels, including the 
structure of national, regional and local government; the relative status and influence 
of social, economic, political and generational groups; and the everyday life and 
personal relationships of individuals. Occupation affected people in different ways 
depending on their citizenship, social class, gender, ethnicity, geographical location, 
previous history and personal beliefs.

The following chapters demonstrate the complexity and diversity of occupation, 
providing examples of how the Western Allies planned for occupation and how they 
attempted to manage the legacy of war and the crimes committed during the Third 
Reich. Some of the chapters explore aspects of everyday life under occupation, with case 
studies on the application of occupation policies on the ground, on social encounters, 
on personal relationships and on the legacies of occupation. The Soviet Zone, however, 
has not been included in this volume. This is not intended to deter future comparative 
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evaluations, but it seemed necessary to gain a greater understanding of similarities and 
differences within and between the western zones before extending the comparisons 
to include the Soviet Zone. If this is not done first, it can be all too easy to revert to 
a simplistic binary divide between East and West, in which the Cold War functions 
as the deus ex machina that persuaded the Western Allies, and the United States in 
particular, to promote German rehabilitation, while ignoring significant differences 
between policies, ruling strategies and conditions in the western zones.

Collectively, the case studies presented in this volume illustrate the dynamic and 
shifting reality of power relations under occupation rule. Although the Allies had 
won the war with the total defeat of the Third Reich, occupied the entire country 
and  faced hardly any resistance that seriously challenged their rule, in the case of 
occupied  Germany their power was never absolute. This led to complex processes 
of conflict and cooperation with the local population, to the application of diverse 
strategies of rule that sought to take into account local interests and expectations, to 
discussions and debates between occupiers and occupied over specific policies, and to 
a wide range of social encounters and personal relationships that ranged from street 
brawls and rape to friendship and marriage. To be sure, the balance of power was always 
unequivocally tilted towards the side of the occupiers who held the monopoly of force 
and could always resort to repressing threats to their authority with harsh measures, 
which in the initial phase of the occupation they often did. Power relations, however, 
changed subtly over time, as the occupiers devolved responsibility progressively 
to German officials and newly created German administrations, and the role of the 
occupiers changed from maintaining order, deterring any possible resistance and 
managing the legacy of the Nazi past, to promoting economic reconstruction, political 
renewal and personal reconciliation.18

The changing dynamics of power affected both the ability of the Western Allies, at 
all levels of the occupation hierarchy, to realize their objectives and the nature of the 
German response. While the occupation lasted, the power of the Allies penetrated 
many spheres of everyday life, impacting on the life of Germans across all strata of 
society and altering social relations. In doing so, military occupation functioned as 
a highly disruptive force within daily life, breaking up daily routines and habits and 
imposing severe material pressures and privations. The occupation may in that sense 
be regarded as a ‘state of emergency’, an extraordinary moment that produced novel 
forms of behaviour among a population that needed to adapt or find new strategies to 
survive.19 At the same time, it confronted the population not only with the question of 
how to cope with extraordinary social and political circumstances, but also with the 
vexed problem of how to respond to the presence of a foreign ruler. As a result, it forced 
individuals as well as larger social groups to make difficult choices about how they 
should relate to the occupiers, producing a range of often highly ambiguous attitudes 
that fell somewhere between the two extremes of collaboration and resistance. Echoing 
the work of Michel de Certeau and James C. Scott who have conceptualized daily life as 
a sphere in which populations can counteract the demands of those in power, studying 
everyday life then becomes an investigation of the strategies and practices chosen by 
those facing occupation to respond to a changing power framework that was not of 
their own making, but which they were able to mould through their own attitudes and 
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responses.20 Exploring social interactions on the ground is therefore also part of an 
attempt to restore a degree of agency to all those affected by the occupation, instead of 
treating them as mere recipients of policies dictated from above.

From high politics to social interactions: Historiography

Placing the question of how occupation functions in practice at the heart of this volume 
implies a redirection of attention away from the high politics of the occupation. With 
the gradual declassification of archival sources on the occupation period in the 1970s 
and 1980s, historians started producing an impressive body of scholarship that broadly 
conceived the occupation as a diplomatic wrestling match between the three Western 
Allies and the Soviet Union, in which geopolitical rivalries were fought out within 
the increasingly conflictual framework of the early Cold War. The actors in this story 
were often the policy makers at the top of the Allies’ foreign policy establishments who 
interacted with German political leaders, an approach most successfully demonstrated 
in Hans- Peter Schwarz’s classic, meticulously researched and still unsurpassed study 
of the politics of the occupation, Vom Reich zur Bundesrepublik.21 Here, and in other 
political histories of the period that focused on either international relations or on 
internal German politics, the occupation gained its broader historical significance from 
the fact that it served as a point of crystallization for the pursuit of major diplomatic 
and economic interests by the Allies, the development of German political structures 
and institutions, and ultimately as a mirror of the broader ideological battles of the 
period.22

One legacy of this extensive body of work is that the Cold War still features 
prominently as a major paradigm within more recent general interpretations of the 
era.23 As a result, many historians have tended to assign to it explanatory centrality for 
understanding the policies of the occupiers, while side- stepping a deeper engagement 
with relations between the occupiers and the occupied. Similarly, seeking to explain 
the long- term partition of Germany into two separate states in 1949, many historians 
tended to approach the occupation primarily as part of the ‘pre- history’ of the two 
Germanies, and thus as a period that put in place the institutional and political 
structures that prefigured the shape of the two subsequent states.24 As such, the legacies 
of the occupation period were not thought to be found by exploring the sociopolitical 
changes wrought by the occupation upon German society, but rather traced at the level 
of constitutional structures and the formal political process.

At the same time, with a growing specialization and compartmentalization 
of historical research on the period since the late 1980s and 1990s, an extensive 
historiography emerged that examined and reassessed the implementation of big 
Allied reform projects such as the Potsdam ‘four Ds’, including democratization (and its 
twin concept of ‘re- education’), denazification, decartelization and demilitarization.25 
Again, while much of this work has increased our understanding of the various 
occupiers’ objectives and interests in Germany, it tended to concentrate on policies 
rather than on ruling strategies and social interactions between the occupiers and the 
occupied, often tracing in detail the rationalities behind the occupiers’ decision- making 
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process, but ignoring the German responses. Some pioneering steps towards a study 
of interactions under occupation were, however, made at an early stage. This included, 
most notably, John Gimbel’s path- breaking 1961 study of the city of Marburg under 
American occupation, which explored the sociopolitical impact of the occupation, 
though it could only draw on a highly limited number of archival documents as most 
of the primary sources remained classified at the time.26 In the last three decades, other 
major contributions that provide granular analyses of interactions at the local level 
have been published, including Rebecca Boehling’s seminal study of three cities under 
US occupation, Adam Seipp’s highly innovative micro- history of the transformation 
of a rural community during the occupation, as well as the monumental history of the 
American occupation in 1945 by Klaus- Dietmar Henke.27

So far, however, this effort has mostly concentrated on the US Zone, while there 
have been few comparable bottom- up approaches for the French and British Zones.28 
This is particularly evident in the way historians have approached the history of social 
relations, gender and race under occupation. While scholars such as Petra Goedde, 
Elizabeth Heineman, Maria Höhn, Atina Grossmann, Heide Fehrenbach and Timothy 
Schroer have contributed to the emergence of a rich historiography on the US Zone 
that pays attention to interactions between Germans and Americans on the ground, no 
similarly extensive and sophisticated work exists for the other zones of occupation.29 
This lack of balance and the concomitant privileging of work on the US Zone, however, 
is characteristic for the historiography of the occupation of Western Germany as a 
whole. The literature is shaped by a clear emphasis on what happened in the US Zone, 
with developments in the other western zones often treated as mere addenda to US 
policies, or as insignificant within the broader story of post- war Germany. Very often, 
there is an implicit assumption that American policies were simply carried out in the 
other zones as well, neglecting in the process zonal differences in ruling strategies and 
local experiences, as well as the wider consequences of the three occupiers’ different 
approaches for relations between occupiers and occupied on the ground. The result is 
a marginalization of the diversity of the experience of occupation in the western zones, 
which are often mistakenly treated as a monolithic bloc. That might be regarded as 
one of the more durable intellectual legacies of the Cold War, the most unfortunate 
consequence of which is the current lack of archival studies on the occupation that 
engage in inter- zonal comparisons.30

The privileging of the US Zone in writing on the occupation is also connected to the 
more general problem of how historians assess the broader significance and legacies of 
the period. A heated debate took place in the 1970s, encouraged by the emergence of 
a new critical generation of left- wing historians who, motivated largely by concerns at 
a supposed lack of democracy in the Federal Republic, questioned the degree to which 
the Allied occupation had produced real change in Western Germany. Rather than 
identifying occupation as the precursor to a successful process of democratization, as 
postulated by both the Western Allies and the German government, these historians 
emphasized the ‘restoration’ of authoritarian attitudes and practices within government 
and society, and the extent to which political, social and economic structures prevalent 
in both Nazi Germany and the Weimar Republic had been re- established in the 
post- war period. Calling into question the widespread notion of a Stunde Null (zero 
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hour) and a fundamental break with the past after the end of National Socialism, they 
emphasized continuities with the preceding decades and stressed the fundamental role 
the Western Allies had played in re- establishing a capitalist system in Germany, while 
suppressing what in their view was a general desire among the population for wide- 
ranging social, political and economic reforms.31 In this interpretation, the Western 
Allies emerged as the oppressors of German grassroot movements that advocated 
revolutionary change, such as the anti- fascist (Antifa) committees that had emerged in 
the immediate aftermath of the war. According to this narrative, it was, therefore, the 
Allies, led by the United States, the anti-Communist superpower, who were responsible 
for blocking any fundamental transformation of German society.32

These were in many respects highly politicized debates, and in the more recent 
historiography, the juxtaposition of the two binaries of ‘new start or restoration’ 
(Neuanfang oder Restauration) no longer determines the shape of historical writing 
on the occupation period, with most scholars sharing the rather unspectacular 
view that, as with most historical periods of transition, the immediate post- war era 
contained elements of both continuity and renewal.33 This historiographical consensus, 
however, leaves the question open as to what were the most significant outcomes of 
the occupation period, and what forms of change did take place in the post- war era. 
As a response to this problem, an influential literature has emerged which locates 
the legacies of the occupation mainly in the gradual Americanization of Germany, 
emphasizing the impact of the US presence upon German businesses, culture, gender 
relations, media, consumption patterns and broader sociopolitical attitudes.34 A related 
but somewhat more inclusive interpretation that gives more credit to the contribution 
of other western states has been articulated around the notion of Westernization, which 
emphasizes the circulation of ideas and values in the first three post- war decades and 
the transformation of Germany as a result of the adoption of sociopolitical ideas and 
economic practices from both the United States and Britain.35 In this interpretation, 
however, the transformation of Germany is not related primarily to the effects of 
occupation rule in itself, but rather to the broader transfer and interchange of liberal 
democracy, capitalism and anti- Communist attitudes in the Western Bloc and within 
the general framework of the Cold War. Once more, the durable sociopolitical legacies 
of the three western zones of occupation remain elusive.

While this volume draws on the growing and diverse literature on the occupation, 
it seeks to depart from existing approaches in several important respects. In particular, 
the following chapters approach occupation as a system of rule by exploring power 
relations on the ground through case studies of ruling techniques, social interactions 
and daily life. The history of everyday life under occupation during the mid- twentieth 
century has only in recent years moved to the centre of historiographical attention, 
reflecting a growing awareness among historians that occupations often had major 
social, material, political and cultural repercussions amidst ‘ordinary people’, away 
from the major corridors of power.36 In the case of occupied Germany, however, 
studies of daily life have so far remained limited. In exploring this relatively novel field, 
this volume builds upon the pioneering work of Lutz Niethammer on the social history 
of the immediate post- war period.37 By interpreting Allied rule as a ‘liberal occupation 
dictatorship’ (liberale Besatzungsdiktatur), Niethammer approached the occupation as 
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a power framework that was top- down in nature, but encouraged various forms of 
interaction with the occupied population and in doing so had significant repercussions 
on the texture of German society.38 As his work on daily life also suggests, tracing 
interactions between the occupiers and the occupied should not be regarded as an 
ultimately futile exercise in recounting anecdotes of exotic encounters, but should 
rather be seen as a crucial component in any wider attempt to understand how the 
occupation affected life among both the occupiers and the occupied, allowing one ‘to 
grasp the multiplicity of experience and individuals’ attempts to order and make sense 
of their everyday lives’.39

Five perspectives on the occupation of the western zones

This volume is structured around a conceptual framework that places the 
occupation of the western zones of Germany firmly within the context of the 
study of military occupation generally, rather than treating the subject either 
as a unique and exceptional ‘interregnum period’ in the history of post- war 
Germany, or as part of an equally exceptional phase in the history of post- war 
Europe. The key elements of the framework are fourfold. First, they include an 
examination of the origins and longer- term lineages that contributed to military 
occupation as the eventual outcome. These causal factors will vary from case to 
case, but will always have to be managed and will strongly influence the aims and 
policies of the occupiers and the responses of the occupied. Second, they entail a 
detailed analysis of how the occupation functioned as a system of rule, including 
the various techniques applied by the occupiers to maintain their power and 
authority, the response of the occupied and the diverse ways in which occupation 
affected everyday lives. Third, they involve an exploration of the nature of 
interactions between occupiers and occupied at many different levels, from 
official contacts in town and city administrations to violent disputes and protests, 
intimate encounters and personal friendships. Finally, the framework includes 
an assessment of the diverse legacies of occupation, of its impact upon the future 
political, social, economic and cultural structures of the occupied territory, and, 
in particular, of how the occupation affected the long- term social position and 
power of those individuals and groups that acted as social intermediaries between 
the occupiers and the occupied.

Transforming Occupation in the Western Zones of Germany is divided into five 
parts that provide different perspectives structured in accordance with this conceptual 
approach. Part One seeks to place the occupation of Western Germany within a wider 
historical context, demonstrating how the occupiers’ policies and ruling techniques 
were shaped by their previous experiences of occupation, and how the challenges they 
faced in Germany in turn influenced the subsequent international law and practice 
of occupation. In her chapter on American planning for the post- war occupation 
of Germany, Susan Carruthers shows how previous occupations undertaken by the 
United States were discursively ignored or disregarded, following the widely accepted 
but incorrect view that the United States, as a presumably anti- imperialist power, did 
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not engage in military occupation. Yet at the same time, US experiences of the ‘Yankee’ 
occupation of the confederate states after the American Civil War and of the short- 
lived US participation in the occupation of Rhineland after the First World War, as 
well as more recent US experiences in ruling Italy, all influenced both the training 
of occupation personnel at the School of Military Government in Charlottesville and 
subsequent policy and practice in occupied Germany.

Echoing the theme of diversity in how occupation was defined and interpreted in 
different contexts, Peter Stirk describes in his chapter how the British and Americans 
claimed that their presence in Germany was not actually an occupation at all or, 
alternatively, that it was a special sui generis case and therefore not subject to the 
international rules of war agreed in the Hague Regulations of 1899/ 1907. At the Geneva 
Convention of 1949, however, all the participants, including those from the United 
States, Britain and France, had recent experiences of occupation very much in mind 
as they debated proposed clauses on issues such as the obligation of an occupier to 
feed the defeated enemy, a practice that was subsequently translated into international 
law, albeit in a highly qualified form. As Stirk demonstrates, however, the practice of 
‘regime transformation’ and the occupiers’ ability to change the laws of an occupied 
country, as the Western Allies had done in Germany, did not find full expression in 
international law and remains controversial today.

Part Two takes these threads contextualizing the occupation of Germany further, 
but applies them to the ruling techniques of the occupiers on the ground and, in 
particular, to their attempts at managing the political, social, mental as well as physical 
and symbolic legacies of National Socialism in the immediate post- war period. This can 
be seen as a story that has an obvious specificity and internal relevance to the history 
of mid- twentieth- century Germany. However, while the occupation of Germany had 
distinct antecedents in that it followed the Nazi dictatorship, the Holocaust and a total 
war that unleashed extraordinary levels of destruction, it is also possible to use it as a 
case study that allows one to obtain insights that apply to occupation, the aftermath of 
war and ‘regime change’ more generally.

In her contribution, Rebecca Boehling uses the comparative lens of transitional 
justice to analyse denazification policies in the US Zone of Germany, examining how 
the occupiers established special courts and tribunals to judge actions that individuals 
had performed earlier under a legal, social and political system that was entirely shaped 
by the Nazi government. The questions of what legal framework should be used in 
such instances, what sanctions and punishments should be applied, who should police 
and enforce them and what compensation should be offered to the victims, especially 
during the transitional period before a new legal system is established, remain 
contested issues. More broadly, those involved in processes of transitional justice in 
post- conflict situations tend to operate within a difficult tension between, on the one 
hand, the desire to produce deep sociopolitical change and transform broader societal 
perceptions, prejudices and beliefs that may have led to the murder of millions and, on 
the other hand, the more pragmatic need to create order and get things running again 
in a devastated country. As her chapter demonstrates, in the German case that tension 
was often resolved to the benefit of technocratic figures who were appointed by the 
Allies to influential positions despite their activities during the Third Reich, leading to 
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a protracted process in which the demands of victims for truth were muted and their 
suffering took many decades to reach recognition among broader society.

Similarly, Andrew Beattie’s discussion of extrajudicial internment as a means of 
undertaking a political purge and securing regime change raises issues about the use of 
nonjudicial measures that are by no means unique to post- war Germany. Beattie’s inter- 
zonal analysis of internment questions widespread narratives that present the western 
powers as primarily benevolent occupiers, emphasizing instead the highly coercive 
strategies of rule utilized by the three occupiers to enforce their security interests. By 
demonstrating the durability of internment, Beattie is able to show that the familiar 
assumption that the Cold War produced a sudden abandonment of punitive policies in 
Germany requires substantial revision. More generally, however, his analysis highlights 
how a ruling strategy such as internment produced interactions between the occupiers 
and the occupied, leading to a range of responses among different German groups, 
some of whom chose to cooperate with the occupiers, while others criticized the policy 
and, in doing so, called into question the legitimacy of occupation rule.

Caroline Sharples, in the third chapter in Part Two, explores the porous boundaries 
between public and private rights, duties and obligations, in the specific case of the 
disposal of the bodies of Nazi war criminals condemned to death and executed. Is a 
punishment complete when a person is executed, or does it extend to the treatment 
of the dead body? For the three Western Allies, the issue presented a great challenge, 
prompting extensive debates about the best course of action, taking into account the 
broader symbolism of the matter, social and cultural norms prevalent among the 

Figure 1.1 A denazification tribunal meeting in Berlin, 1946 (Getty Images).
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population, and the intricate problem of how to deal with the threat posed by right- 
wing groups using the real or imaginary burial sites for their own political purposes. 
Most significantly perhaps, Sharples’s chapter raises important questions about the 
temporality of the occupation and its long- term legacies, as the incarceration of war 
criminals in Allied prisons continued well after the Federal Republic became a sovereign 
state in 1955, with Allied debates about the disposal of the Nazi corpse lingering on 
until the demise of the last imprisoned war criminal in 1987, and speculation within 
German society about the location of Nazi graves persisting well after the formal end 
of occupation.

Part Three explores the manifold contradictions that emerged when specific 
occupation policies were applied on the ground. The three cases presented here illustrate 
a significant gulf between the self- image of the various occupiers as benevolent rulers 
and the actual perception of their activities by the German population. That clash 
between image and reality was often the result of the occupiers’ bold self- confidence 
about the superiority of the model of democracy practiced in their own countries and 
the advantages of their broader sociocultural values, leading to numerous instances 
of incomprehension, miscommunication and indeed outright conflict between the 
occupiers and the occupied.

As Bettina Blum demonstrates in her analysis of British requisitioning policies in 
Westphalia, the occupiers’ policy of requisitioning German homes to accommodate 
British officers, and in particular their ongoing refusal to return empty German 
properties to their previous owners, produced a highly emotional response among 
the local German population, who, in a manner that the British often found entirely 
stupefying, saw themselves as the innocent victims of the war, disregarding any links 
between their current plight and the war of aggression launched by Germany, while 
ignoring the suffering of people elsewhere in Europe. Conflicts between the occupiers 
and the occupied gravitating around material issues often resulted in proxy debates 
about much larger issues, in which Germans articulated notions of victimhood and 
attempted to regain the moral high ground by accusing the occupiers of not living 
up to their own democratic standards. Such discourses culminated in the recurring 
accusation that the British were behaving in the manner of colonial rulers and treated 
Germans like ‘natives’. At the same time, however, such conflicts also bore the potential 
for a rapprochement between German and British people, with the occupiers seeking 
to involve German officials to resolve the housing problem and find joint solutions.

Heather Dichter shows how the occupiers dissolved the national youth and 
sports organizations created by the Nazis and replaced them with others operating 
on supposedly more ‘democratic’ principles, often with input from ‘experts’ recruited 
from Britain, the United States or France. Quite what ‘democracy’ –  that omnipresent 
concept of the immediate post- war period  –  meant in such contexts remained 
highly ambiguous, with the occupiers alluding to a vague set of principles around 
fair play, teamwork, sportsmanship and opportunities based on meritocracy, while 
implementing institutional reforms that sought to root out the Nazi leadership 
principle and make internal decision- making structures more democratic. Of equal, 
if not greater, importance, however, was their broader attempt to reshape German 
society through a top- down emphasis on transforming the attitudes and behaviour of 
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German ‘youth leaders’ through designated leadership schools and programmes, and 
creating exchange and travel programmes so that these future elites would adopt the 
occupiers’ respective model of democracy as well as embrace related conceptions of 
engaged ‘good citizenship’ by observing such practices in action. Here and elsewhere, 
for the three Western Allies, ‘doing occupation’ often meant working through social, 
political and economic elites and trying to influence Germans more widely by 
interfering selectively at the higher levels of society.

Elite cooperation, however, did not always proceed as smoothly as the occupiers might 
have wished. Such clashes between the occupiers and social elites are the theme of Douglas 
Bell’s analysis of American policies vis- à- vis hunting, a sphere in which more long- term 
German and American understandings of nature as well as concomitant notions of how 
to relate to the environment collided. Bell shows how the American occupation of the 
environment, and in particular the indiscriminate and highly destructive shooting of game 
by American personnel, produced significant unrest among Bavarian groups that thought 
that long- standing German approaches towards wildlife and the environment were 
threatened. For many American officials, by contrast, German hunters as a social group 
as well as German hunting laws more specifically represented vestiges of authoritarianism 
and Nazism that required fundamental change. Even such seemingly specialized debates 
about the right approach towards nature and the adoption of novel hunting laws were 
always part of broader negotiations between the occupiers and the occupied, gravitating 
around competing conceptions of sovereignty and contrasting sociocultural attitudes. As 
Bell suggests, such discussions ultimately contributed to the re- emergence of civil society 
in Germany, as German groups acquired a novel space to voice and debate their views and 
concerns.

Part Four explores everyday life during the occupation through examining social 
encounters and personal relationships between occupiers and occupied. Each of the 
chapters in this section focuses on life as experienced by a particular social group or 
selected individuals in one of the three western zones, highlighting the complexity and 
ambivalence of the relations between occupiers and occupied from different analytical 
perspectives. Despite the fraternization ban imposed by the Commanders- in- Chief in 
the US and British Zones at the start of the occupation, personal encounters between 
occupiers and occupied were widespread. Some encounters occurred through people 
acting in an official capacity, such as between Allied and German officials responsible 
for the administration of towns and local districts. Many other encounters were 
unofficial, ranging from street brawls, unprovoked attacks and conflicts over living 
accommodation, to more friendly encounters, such as joint trips to the countryside, 
sightseeing or walking holidays and personal friendships. Personal and intimate 
encounters between men and women ranged across a wide spectrum, from instances 
of rape and violent assault to more friendly encounters and longer- term consensual 
partnerships, including marriage.

In her chapter on the politics of cross- racial sexual relationships in the US Zone, 
Nadja Klopprogge adopts a spatial approach to explore what she terms the ‘intimate 
landscape’ of post- war Germany, highlighting how personal relationships between 
African American GIs and white German women in three historically significant 
spaces in post- war Germany were interpreted by individual soldiers and the black 
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press in the United States to create their own image of Germany as a venue for the 
struggle for social justice at home in the United States.

Similarly, Ann- Kristin Glöckner also adopts a spatial approach, together with 
concepts from gender studies, to examine a wide range of interactions between 
occupiers and occupied in the French Zone. In doing so, she explores how the balance 
of power shifted subtly from place to place and over time. Everyday interactions 
were part of a broader power struggle that encompassed gender, race and nationality. 
As Glöckner’s examples indicate, the field of interpersonal relations was a power 
framework in which the occupiers, despite their presumed monopoly of force, were 
not always in the stronger position.

The impact of occupation on the occupier is also explored in Daniel Cowling’s 
chapter on the everyday subjective experiences of two British women, as related in 
personal letters and photographs sent home from Germany. Such ‘ego- documents’ 
on the life of members of the occupation authorities in the British Zone contrast 
markedly with more familiar images of misery, destruction and desolation in post- war 
Europe. In these narratives, the occupation emerges as a life- enhancing and fulfilling 
experience that provided manifold personal opportunities and a sense of individual 
freedom, new friendships, adventures that had been unthinkable at home, and long- 
lasting memories.

The final section, Part Five, looks to the diverse legacies of the post- war occupation 
of the western zones of Germany, including studies of social groups that acted as 
intermediaries between occupiers and occupied. It shows how certain German 
groups emerged as beneficiaries of the occupation, playing a significant part in the 
subsequent history of the Federal Republic and thereby shaping the more durable 
legacy of occupation. In his study of Catholic priests in the archdiocese of Freiburg, 
Johannes Kuber discusses the local parish clergy’s response to occupation based on 
hundreds of contemporary reports submitted by Catholic priests to the Archbishop. 
The archdiocese covered parts of both the US and French Zones, and the reports reveal 
significant differences in how the priests perceived two Allied occupying forces. Kuber 
highlights the various functions the priests took up at local level, filling a gap that had 
been opened following the collapse of the central German government. Their roles 
ranged from peace negotiators and temporary informal advisors to the occupying 
forces, to advocates for the civilian population, mediators and self- appointed protectors 
of the interests of their parishioners and their local communities. He concludes 
that the situation of change and uncertainty enabled the Catholic parish priests to 
temporarily pause a long- term trend of decreasing social significance and ensure that 
their influence, at least in rural parishes, remained significant well into the 1960s.

Perhaps most remarkable, however, were the successful efforts of a few highly 
influential German government officials recruited by the Allies and given senior roles 
in the new political and administrative structures established after 1945, despite their 
having worked in similarly responsible positions throughout the Third Reich. This is the 
theme of Dominik Rigoll’s chapter exploring the diverse career trajectories of functional 
elites who subsequently took over key positions as government administrators in the 
Federal Republic of Germany. While this continuity of personnel, facilitated by the 
Western Allies, did not signify a simple ‘restoration’ of the old regime, it did contribute 

 



Transforming Occupation in the Western Zones of Germany16

16

to a particular kind of authoritarian democracy established in the western zones that 
typified the early years of the Federal Republic.

A similar, though more extreme process is described by Michael Wala in his chapter 
on former members of the SS, SA and Wehrmacht who worked in close collaboration 
with western intelligence agencies during the early Cold War. Using their supposed 
knowledge of Soviet intelligence activities acquired during the Second World War, 
former members of the SS and Gestapo were able to not only avoid prosecution but also 
obtain, often with Allied support, positions in the emerging security and intelligence 
services of the newly formed Federal Republic. They subsequently worked closely with 
US, British and French secret services and, though only ever half- trusted by their new 
allies, were accepted by and fully embedded within the western Cold War intelligence 
community, thereby contributing to the Adenauer government’s goal of becoming an 
integral part of the Western Alliance. The legacies of occupation lasted long after its 
formal end in 1955.

A comparative approach to the study  
of military occupation

With hindsight, the creation of the Federal Republic in 1949 and its subsequent 
development over the next four decades into a remarkably stable, capitalist, liberal 
democracy might appear to have been an almost inevitable consequence of occupation 
and defeat in war, as economic and political structures and institutions prevalent in the 
United States, Britain and France were adopted in Germany. This, however, was not 
a foregone conclusion in 1945. National Socialism was discredited after the war, but 
many Germans believed that liberal democracy and the particular model of capitalism 
that had prevailed during the Weimar Republic had failed them as well. The German 
central state had collapsed and suffered a tremendous loss of legitimacy, having failed 
to protect its citizens from physical and economic hardships. There was a severe lack of 
the most basic resources, including food, living accommodation and fuel, affecting the 
daily lives of those who had survived the war and causing great uncertainty as to how, or 
even where, they would live, work and rebuild their future lives. The reconstruction of 
the German state after twelve years of Nazi dictatorship and the return of sociopolitical 
stability after the uncertainties of both the Nazi and Weimar periods were, however, 
achieved remarkably quickly. Exploring the making of that post- war stability and the 
specific dynamics that shaped it, both in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, amidst a 
broader context of social and political uncertainty, therefore deserves further historical 
investigation.40

When viewed from the perspective of the Allies, a favourable outcome seemed 
equally unlikely at the end of the war. For at least the first year of the occupation, 
the British, Americans and French disagreed profoundly over various aspects of their 
policies towards Germany. The French vetoed the formation of central administrations 
that could have enabled the four zones to be administered as a single entity, while 
promoting economic separation of the Rhineland and Ruhr. The British and Americans 
disagreed over many issues, including economic policy, the level of industry discussions  
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in late 1945 and early 1946, the ‘socialization’ of industry, and the devolution of power 
to regional German administrations in the US Zone, which the British considered 
recklessly premature.41 Moving the lens from these matters of high politics to focus on 
issues of ruling strategies, social interactions and everyday life under occupation, as has 
been attempted in this volume, reveals similarities as well as differences in approach 
between the three Western Allies in areas such as internment policies and practice, 
youth and sports programmes, and the willingness of American, British and French 
occupation officials to work together with German administrators, initially at local and 
regional levels, and then with federal politicians and senior civil servants. Several of 
the case studies presented here include suggestions of how the diverse experiences of 
occupation in the three western zones helped to shape the social and political texture 
of the Federal Republic.

Wherever possible, issues have been examined across more than one of the zones, 
although this was necessarily limited by the current state of research, which has 
generally treated developments in each of the zones separately. As the chapters in this 
volume demonstrate, internal power dynamics within the western zones encouraged 
cooperation, discussion and debate between occupiers and occupied. Compromises 
were found over contentious issues such as requisitioning, or over particular behaviour 
by Allied soldiers that antagonized the local population. Influential individuals 
and members of social and political elites on both sides, such as the clergy, senior 
civil servants, local officials, the intelligence services and, to some extent, even the 
military, identified a common interest and were willing to cooperate to maintain and 
indeed often solidify aspects of the pre- existing social order, such as the privileged 
position of certain elites within society, the protection of property rights, adherence 
to a set of sociocultural norms and modes of behaviour, as well as the continuity of 
the state bureaucracy. More generally, strategic considerations around how to run 
an occupation efficiently were similar among the three Western Allies, all of whom 
worked in conjunction with German social intermediaries, recognized that German 
interests would have to be taken into consideration to avert significant conflict with 
the local population, and developed increasingly determined policies to block the 
rise of Communism. These shared policies converged to produce what one historian 
of the occupation has aptly described as pragmatic Stabilisierungsbündnisse  –  
tacitly understood pacts between the occupiers and the occupied based on a shared 
recognition of the need for sociopolitical stability in a period of political and social 
upheaval.42

From a historical perspective, if the post- war occupation of Germany was unique 
or sui generis in some ways, it is also clearly recognizable as a distinct case of military 
occupation. This is evident from the legal arguments made to justify the authority of 
the Allies, the language used in proclamations, ordinances and laws, and the more 
general power structures established nationally and locally, comprising Military 
Governors (later rebranded as High Commissioners), resident officers and district 
officials. Power was now in the hands of foreign rulers, and this reality structured 
social relations on the ground. Everyday life in the western zones of Germany under 
Allied rule was evidently not subject to the same risk of indiscriminate imprisonment, 
torture, deportation, forced labour, collective reprisals, mass murder and genocide that 

 

 



Transforming Occupation in the Western Zones of Germany18

18

characterized, for example, much of German- occupied eastern Europe during the war, 
but many aspects of daily life were still affected by the presence of the occupiers.

A better historical understanding of the history of the western zones of 
Germany needs to be framed, in our view, not only as the aftermath of the war, the 
Holocaust and Nazi dictatorship, or as the prehistory of the Federal Republic, or 
even as a response to the emerging Cold War between the new global superpowers, 
but as a distinct period of military occupation. The conceptual framework used 
in this volume highlights the complexity of occupation, how people tried to 
manage the legacy of a violent and disruptive past, the diverse ruling strategies 
of the occupiers, the responses of the occupied, the role of social intermediaries, 
conflict and cooperation, everyday life and personal relationships, and the diverse 
legacies of occupation. Above all, it emphasizes the need to place any one case 
of military occupation within the broader context of the longer- term lineage of 
foreign rule. The framework used in this volume is, however, not the only possible 
model. Extending the field of enquiry through exploring comparatively different 
cases of military occupation would allow one to situate the case of the occupation 
of Germany within a broader history of foreign rule and so trace apparently 
contradictory factors that are common across different instances of occupation, 
such as continuity and change, cooperation and conflict, reconciliation and justice, 
privilege and deprivation, winners and losers, rhetoric and substance, perception 
and reality, ‘doing occupation’ through direct action or ruling indirectly through 
intermediaries, managing the past and preparing for the future.43

Military occupation always involves at least two countries. In the case of post- 
war Germany, it involved many more. Studying the subject of occupation takes us 
beyond a traditional framework for studying national history and leads us towards 
embracing transnational and comparative approaches. All occupations are different. 
Some were oppressive and based on the application of brute force; others were less 
violent, generally benevolent and constructive. Some were short and some much 
longer. Some were very limited in scope and aspirations; others affected all aspects of 
economic, social, political and personal life. Occupation and rule by a former enemy, 
after military defeat, is an emotive subject, and different conclusions have been drawn 
in different countries from their experience of occupation. One may, of course, 
question if it is possible to make valid comparisons between different occupations and 
if, for example, the oppressive German occupations of France, Denmark or Norway, 
let  alone the extremely violent German occupations in eastern Europe during the 
Second World War, shared any common features with the relatively benign post- 
war occupations of Germany by the Western Allies.44 On the other hand, it could be 
argued that broader comparisons should be made, for example, between occupation 
and imperial rule, following the observation that imperial experiences had a major 
impact on the Western Allies’ practice of occupation in Germany.45 Yet as these 
examples show, whatever view one takes on a specific case, military occupation is 
always a transnational phenomenon. This volume has proposed some issues that were 
significant for the history of post- war Germany and Europe, but which, in our view, 
also need to be addressed in any other comparative study of military occupation and 
foreign rule.
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Military intervention and occupation is back on the agenda, though under different 
names, such as regime change or nation building. Occupation, often invoked under 
the more agreeable label of liberation, has been presented and legitimized in public 
discourse as contributing to internal stability, as essential for maintaining national 
security or even survival, or as necessary for protecting threatened minorities 
and spreading democracy globally. Yet at the same time, recent experiments 
with occupation have been abject failures in bringing about the type of change, 
democratization and stability that policy   makers often refer to when they advocate 
military intervention. In the UK, the Chilcot Enquiry, after years of collecting evidence, 
castigated the government for ‘wholly inadequate’ preparations for the aftermath of 
war and occupation of Iraq.46 This volume aims to show that historical research can 
provide an important corrective to simplistic understandings of what the experience 
of occupation may entail, by demonstrating some of the paradoxes and intricacies 
inherent in occupation and highlighting the ambiguities that policies of stabilization 
and top- down democratization often carry with them. Revisiting what is often seen as 
the model, benevolent and successful occupation of Germany by the Western Allies 
after the war is important in its own right, in helping us understand the transition 
from war to peace in Germany and in post- war Europe generally. But it is also part of 
the process of gaining a better understanding of occupation generally and is now more 
relevant than ever.
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