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While the study of what is commonly called memory—
how individuals, groups, institutions, and even whole
nations relate to past events—has enjoyed heightened
popularity for more than two decades, increasing use of
the term has not been accompanied by theoretical con-
vergence or greater conceptual clarity (see Jay Winter,
Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and
History in the Twentieth Century [2006], chapter one).
Instead we are seeing an abundance of case studies that
add rich empirical detail to a growing body of work.
Neil Gregor’s examination of how various groups and
categories of people in the Nazi flagship city of Nurem-
burg related to that city’s Nazi past ranks among the
best of these case studies with its social history ap-
proach and dense base of archival material.

Gregor examines the effects of past experiences
within what he calls 2 “loosely tripartite model of local
society” (p. 21). Gregor’s first social sector is the official
sphere of city government; the second is the civic realm
comprising interest-based associations, institutions
such as the Protestant Church, Nuremberg’s Germanic
National Museum, and political parties; the third sec-
tor, which is treated with less depth, is the mostly pri-
vate realm of the daily lives of ordinary people in the
community. Although most of the civic groups, with the
exception of the church, did not allow him access fo
their archives, Gregor was able to reconstruct many of
their activities, including those of long-defunct groups,
from their interactions with city government. He has
augmented the city’s archival materials with press clip-
pings and organizational periodicals, while published
and unpublished memoirs give him some insight into
the private realm of individual memory. Oral history
does not play a role in this study, an understandable
lapse given the methodological difficulty of removing
distortions wrought by intervening decades of reinter-
pretation. Still, when Gregor uses a chance remark to
explain changes in Nuremberg’s Jewish community’s
reasons for not supporting a Holocaust memorial be-
tween 1958 and 1964 (p. 335), we see what a vital con-
tribution oral history can make.

The book is divided into four parts, preceded by a
comprehensive survey of the “memory” literature re-
lating to Germany under Nazism. Gregor sees his em-
pirical material as confirming Alon Confino’s con-
tention that past experiences were not merely re-
interpreted and invoked to legitimize present political
claims, but rather that each group was seeking to create
“some kind of meaning” from its stock of past experi-
ences {p. 125). The various groups’ wrangling for com-
memorative and memorial representation long after
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the satisfaction of material demands indicates that this
was indeed the case.

The chapters in part one examine the identity politics
of some half-dozen groups from the period 1945-1957,
including those evacuated from the city during the pe-
riod of aerial bombardment, refugees and expellees
from Eastern Europe, “returnees” {a euphemism for
veterans held as POWs), former Nazi Party adherents,
and what Gregor terms the “real” victims, as opposed
to the aforementioned collateral victims. The theme of
this part is that the various groups put forward com-
peting claims to victimization. Gregor surnmarizes that
under conditions of material scarcity “demographic re-
alities—the presence of large numbers of former sol-
diers or air-raid victims against that of a tiny number of
Holocaust survivors”—fostered the predominance of
some narratives about the past over others. While that
is undeniably correct, a broader perspective would re-
veal that it was the focus of the outside world, repre-
sented here by U.S. military government, on the injus-
tice perpetrated on the tiny minority of targeted
victims, that established the framework for these other
groups’ narratives. The two chapters in part four revisit
these collateral victims in the 1960s, when they were
reduced to two main groups: veterans and expellees.
Gregor sees them teleologically as a “nationalist resi-
due” that was destined to disappear, although he does
not follow their stories into the 1970s.

Part two looks at four indicators of memory politics
in the 1950s: associational life, monuments and me-
morials, commemorative events, and exhibitions at
Nuremberg’s famed Germanic National Museum. Gre-
gor delineates a slow shift in the mid-1950s from sol-
dier-focused memorialization to commemorations of
civilian losses through the air raids on the city. This shift
was fueled by the closure of the POW issue in 1955 and
the surging reconstruction effort (p. 176). Part three
‘extends this analysis to the 1960s, using as indicators the
public reception of trials of Nazi perpetrators, exhibi-
tions focused squarely on the Holocaust, and an annual
conference series inaugurated in 1965 to “strengthen
democratic consciousness” through intetlectval ex-
change (p. 284). The latter chapters of part four muster
additional evidence for funadmental change in the
1960s based on the evolving focus of municipal com-
memorations on West Germany’s Day of National
Mourning and the city’s uses of Nuremberg’s iconic
remnant of the Nazi past, the hypertrophic architecture
of the Nazi party rally grounds. These local changes
during the late 1950s and 1960s confirm the results of
the national studies summarized at the beginning of
part three, namely West Germany’s “liberalization”
with regard to examining its Nazi past.

Gregor’s two-pronged approach of examining the
memory politics of social groups defined by their his-
torical experience on the one hand, and by the texts
generated by retrospective events on the other, offers
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