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We examine German participants’ assessment of the time of National Socialism. Especially for younger
generations, shifts in the culture of remembrance may change their assessments of historical events. We
argue that factors such as increased formal education about the topic and decreased personal contact with
contemporary witnesses can weaken attributional biases (e.g., ingroup favouritism) in the assessment of the
role of the German population during the time of National Socialism. We use data from a German
representative sample (N = 1,000) and focus on the links between participants’ age and the estimated
involvement of the German population under National Socialism as perpetrators, victims, helpers, and
“bystanders,” as well as the agreement with explanations why the general population did not act against
National Socialist crimes. Younger participants estimated the proportions of perpetrators and bystanders
within the German population as higher and were less likely to agree that Germans did not know about the
systematic killings. Older participants were more likely to agree with situational explanations for the
population’s inaction (i.e., that Germans did not know or did not have an opportunity to act against the
crimes). We find a positive relation between a more critical perspective on the involvement of the
population in the past and participants’ feelings of responsibility in the present.

Keywords: bystanders, culture of remembrance, historical consciousness, historical learning, National
Socialism.

The German National Socialist past, the time of the Nazi
dictatorship from 1933 to 1945, and the systematic
exclusion, persecution, and extermination of millions of
humans during the reign of the National Socialist regime
have become fundamental features of the German
national identity and collective memory (e.g., Liu &
Hilton, 2005). Besides more recent historical events,
such as the German division and reunification, the time
of National Socialism tends to emerge as the most sali-
ent period within the German culture of remembrance
(Rees, Zick, et al., 2019). This is reflected not only in
common and well-established forms of historical remem-
brance, such as national memorial days for the victims
of National Socialism and memorial sites of former con-
centration camps, but in a large variety of forms and
practices of remembrance, such as literature, documen-
taries and movies, and even video games (e.g.,
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Paintbucket Games, 2020). While Germans’ confronta-
tion with their National Socialist past includes tendencies
to deny, suppress, and relativize (Connerton, 2008;
Welzer et al., 2014), and the status quo of the German
culture of remembrance has been attacked by extreme
right-wing parties, the general importance of the topic
appears indisputable in large parts of German society
(Rees, Papendick, & Zick, 2019; Rees, Zick, et al.,
2019).

The time of National Socialist tyranny, the regime’s
crimes and its victims, are not only the content of collec-
tive commemoration but have become essential aspects
of historical and political education, especially human
rights education, both in Germany and -elsewhere
(Bromley & Russell, 2010; Salmons, 2003; Short &
Reed, 2017). One of the more salient examples of such
education may be learning about the links between the
National Socialists’ atrocities and the UN’s Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, with the Holocaust pro-
viding countless examples of extreme violations of these
rights. The potential to utilize historical events or peri-
ods such as the time of National Socialism for human
rights education, the communication of values and the
sensitization for racist and extreme right-wing attitudes
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appears obvious and expectations regarding the impact
of such communication are high. The educational
approaches of historical and political education, and the
effects of confrontation with the topic, however, have
been called into question (Bilewicz, Witkowska, Stubig,
et al., 2017; Marks, 2007; Pampel, 2007). The idea of a
historical consciousness (Ammert et al., 2015; Rusen,
2004) that originates from a confrontation with historical
events and reveals opportunities for individuals’ actions
in the present may sound intuitive but lacks empirical
evidence. In a study in the specific context of education
about the Holocaust, Stubig (2015) found that learning
about National Socialism among students led to
decreases in their self-reported national pride and other
positive feelings toward their nationality, but not to
increases of tolerance or decreases of xenophobia or
anti-Semitism. Eckmann (2010) discusses the challenges
of utilizing Holocaust Education as a tool for human
rights education and the risks of the oversimplification
that learning about historical stereotypes will “magi-
cally” transfer to an increased awareness of stereotypes
and prejudices today. Other authors such as Bilewicz,
Witkowska, Stefaniak, and Imhoff (2017), Marks (2007),
and Pampel (2007) have discussed the specific chal-
lenges of Holocaust Education and a number of psycho-
logical and educational obstacles to learning from
history. One of the aspects Marks (2007) identifies to be
underrepresented in education about National Socialism
and the Holocaust is the role of the German population
during this time. Education about the German popula-
tion’s attitudes, and the lack of action on the part of “by-
standers,” as a central societal condition for the National
Socialists’ crimes appears less prevalent compared to
education about the groups of the victims and the perpe-
trators. This bystander perspective may, however, be par-
ticularly helpful for understanding the societal processes
that preceded and helped enable the extermination of
millions. From a psychological perspective, historical
sources representing the German majority society during
National Socialism and the Holocaust, such as diaries
and photographs (Kellner, 2011; Longerich, 2009), deli-
ver valuable insights into observations and reactions of
those not actively involved. These insights may function
as starting points for individuals to reflect on concepts
such as social responsibility, group-focused enmity, and
the role of civil societies in laying the grounds for
unthinkable crimes (Morina & Thijs, 2018; Zick et al.,
2008). Sources representing bystander perspectives, such
as the diaries written by Friedrich Kellner from 1939 to
1945, give insight into German citizens’ past reality of
life in the course of the events of German National
Socialism beyond victimhood and perpetration, and
reflect the circumstances and developments beyond
direct involvement. These sources may have an

increased potential to facilitate recipients’ identification
with the actors and to mirror individuals’ possibilities
and inabilities for taking action during social aberrations.
Therefore, they may function as critical correctives for
bystanding behaviour with regard to current societal
issues and for tendencies to overestimate individual
courage or to underestimate the influence of develop-
ments in societies as a whole. Due to the variety and the
lack of a more systematic preparation of the historical
sources, the topic of attitudes and behaviours of those
Germans who were not directly involved, but are often
referred to as bystanders, has long been underrepresented
in the historical examination of National Socialism.
Authors such as Barnett (1999), Gellately (2002),
Hilberg (1992), and Longerich (2009) illustrated and dis-
cussed the diverse group of Germans that “stood by” the
Nazis’ crimes and revised the myth of a German popula-
tion that was “unknowing” or “uninvolved.” The authors
conclude that in many cases the German population
actively participated in or benefitted from the processes
of exclusion, persecution, and murdering of Jews and
other groups. Knowledge and awareness of the regime’s
crimes among large parts of the German population dur-
ing the time of National Socialism appear unquestionable
according to historical research (e.g., Barnett, 1999;
Gellately, 2002; Longerich, 2009). Becoming aware of
the German population’s involvement in the historical
reflection may be interpreted as an indicator for the
acknowledgement and understanding of the complexity
of the processes that enabled the systematic National
Socialist crimes. It may further be regarded as an essen-
tial presupposition for an appropriate attribution of
responsibilities and, eventually, the deduction of “lessons
from the past.”

While the role of bystanders among the German popu-
lation has been investigated from historical and sociolog-
ical perspectives, there is little social psychological
research on how Germans today perceive the population
that lived during the era of National Socialism and to
what extent they attribute knowledge or responsibility to
the population of Nazi Germany. Imhoff et al. (2017)
compared differences in attribution for the Holocaust
between Germans, Poles, and Israeli Jews. In their study,
they asked participants for a number of potential expla-
nations for “regular people” becoming ‘“ruthless killers”
(Imhoff et al., 2017, p. 908) and distinguished between
dispositional and situational explanations. While disposi-
tional arguments refer to assumptions such as anti-
Semitic and racist attitudes or an authoritarian personal-
ity (Adorno et al., 2019) widely shared by the German
population, situational perspectives propose extraordinary
circumstances causing extraordinary behaviour of ordi-
nary people (e.g., Mandel, 2002). Results reveal that
German participants attributed the Holocaust and the
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crimes of their ancestors to situational far more than to
dispositional factors. This attributional pattern was also
reported in a comparable study by Doosje and
Branscombe (2003), in which they investigated patterns
of intergroup attributional biases regarding the explana-
tion for historically negative behaviours of groups. A
sample of German participants attributed Germans’
mistreatment of Jews during the Second World War to
situational instead of dispositional reasons and this pat-
tern was more pronounced for the explanation of
ingroups’ compared to outgroups’ transgressions. Both
studies, however, focused on the attributional explana-
tions for the behaviour of the specific group of German
perpetrators (Imhoff et al., 2017) or Germans in general
(Doosje & Branscombe, 2003), but did not explicitly
examine the role of the German population and did not
focus on potential differences among national subsam-
ples.

With the present paper, we aim to shed further light
on contemporary Germans’ perspectives on the complex
conditions of National Socialism and the Holocaust and
especially on whether Germans of different ages differ
with regard to their assessment of the past. We focus on
the assessment of the German population’s involvement
in National Socialism as perpetrators, victims, helpers of
potential victims, and bystanders, and investigate the
attributional patterns of German participants when
explaining why Germans “back then” did not intervene
in the systematic persecution and murdering of others.
We assume participants differ by age due to an increased
temporal distance from the time of National Socialism
and due to changes in Germans’ confrontation with the
topic. In the theoretical framework of the culture of
remembrance, the increasing temporal distance from
National Socialism and the continuing demise of con-
temporary witnesses constitute a break in the collective
memory of Germans (Assmann, 1992; Halbwachs,
1992). This break can mark a loss of knowledge and a
potential detachment from history (Cornelilen, 2015;
Knigge, 2010; Korber Foundation, 2017). At the same
time, from a social psychological perspective this
detachment could foster a differing assessment of the
German population’s role during National Socialism.
According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1986), individuals’ judgments about a group’s behaviour
depend on their relation to the group. Individuals who
more strongly identify with a social group will be more
likely to strive for positive distinctiveness for their
ingroup and thereby maintain or regain their own posi-
tive social identity. One strategy for achieving this is
ingroup favouritism, a tendency to respond more posi-
tively to members of one’s ingroup, and a group-serving
biased attribution of positive and negative behaviour
(e.g., Bilewicz, Witkowska, Stefaniak, & Imhoff, 2017;

Khan & Liu, 2008). This biased judgment is reflected in
the attribution of ingroup members’ positive behaviour
to dispositional, and ingroup members’ negative beha-
viour to situational characteristics, to maintain a positive
ingroup identity. The extent of an ingroup bias depends,
among other factors, on the strength of individuals’ iden-
tification with the ingroup. High identifiers are more
likely to show strongly biased judgments (Spears et al.,
1997).

In the context of the present study, we expect
younger Germans to show a more critical assessment of
the German population’s involvement during National
Socialism and to be less likely to agree with situational
explanations for the group’s negative behaviour.
Conversely, we expect older Germans to show a less
critical assessment and an increased likelihood to agree
with situational explanations to exonerate the German
population. Two factors we discuss here to explain
these differing assessments of the past are the amount
of personal contact with Germans who lived through
the time of National Socialism and the amount of for-
mal education about the topic. In their studies, Welzer
et al. (2014) examined 40 family conversations and 142
individual interviews within German families, covering
three generations. Results show that approximately two
thirds of the family conversations about National
Socialism covered narrations about the victimhood or
heroism of ancestors. The authors regard this as the
result of two mechanisms: The generation of German
witnesses of the time tends to selectively emphasize
personal sufferings and sacrifices while narrations and
critical reflections of transgressions are rare; simultane-
ously, children and grandchildren tend to victimize and
heroize their parents or grandparents and to selectively
reinterpret or avoid specific narrations to preserve the
moral integrity of their ancestors. The authors argue
that these narrative structures distort descendants’
assessments of the historical events and of the role of
the German population during National Socialism. Our
studies (Rees, Papendick, & Zick, 2019; Rees, Zick,
et al, 2019) reinforce the impression that narratives
about helpers and victims among ancestors under
National Socialism are more likely to be passed on in
German families than narratives about perpetrators. A
decrease in confrontation with these distorted narratives
due to decreasing contact with Germans who lived dur-
ing the time of National Socialism could lead to a
decrease of biased assumptions about the time (e.g.,
about the involvement of the German population). At
the same time, a greater degree of formal education
about National Socialism, focusing on historical facts,
could strengthen more objective assessments of the
past. An inspection of current curricula in German
schools shows that the topic of National Socialism is
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firmly anchored in history classes in all German federal
states (German Ministry of Culture, 2005). The curric-
ula also involve visits to memorial sites and the train-
ing of German teachers to improve their competencies
in educating about National Socialism. An analysis of
the representation of the Holocaust in German school-
books (Carrier et al., 2015) concludes that these books
present the historical events in a particularly objective
and documentary way. Our studies (Rees, Papendick, &
Zick, 2019; Rees, Zick, et al., 2019) confirm that
school education is one of the central points of contact
with the topic of National Socialism for younger
Germans (i.e., most of the initial visits to former con-
centration camps take place in the context of school
education). While learning about National Socialism is
firmly anchored in German school education nowadays,
older generations’ education about the topic was less
substantial and also less self-evident (Dudek, 2013;
Meseth, 2005). This was not only due to an insufficient
accounting for the past in the post-war generation but
also due to the National Socialist entanglement of func-
tionaries in post-war society, including educational
institutions. We assume that these shifts in the culture
of remembrance and Germans’ confrontation with the
topic of National Socialism result in differing assess-
ments of the past.

To sum up, we hypothesize that participants’ age is
related with their confrontation with and assessment of
the time of National Socialism, specifically of the
involvement and behaviour of the German population.
First, we test for the prediction that participants’ age is
linked with their ways of confronting the topic of
National Socialism. We predict that younger Germans
report more formal education in school and less personal
contact with contemporary witnesses, reflecting changes
in the German culture of remembrance. We further pre-
dict age to be linked with assessments of the German
population during the era of National Socialism.
Specifically, we predict that younger Germans perceive
the population as more involved in National Socialist
crimes and are less likely to attribute the population’s
inaction to exonerating, situational factors. We predict
younger participants on the one hand to estimate the pro-
portion of helpers among the German population as
lower, the proportions of perpetrators and bystanders as
higher than older participants, representing a greater
involvement of the population in the commission of
National Socialist crimes. When asked for specific expla-
nations for the German population’s inaction (i.e., the
reasons why they did not act against the regime’s
crimes), we predict younger participants to be more
likely to agree with accusatory dispositional explanations
for inaction (e.g., that the population shared the views of
the Nazi regime or did not care about the fates of the

regime’s victims). On the other hand, we predict older
participants to assess the involvement of the German
population in the commission of crimes as lower and to
be more likely to agree with situational explanations for
the population’s inaction (e.g., that the German popula-
tion did not know about the crimes or did not have an
opportunity to act against the crimes). Finally, we
explore the prediction that an increased acknowledge-
ment and awareness of the German population’s involve-
ment during National Socialism, representing a more
critical assessment of the past, is positively associated
with a feeling of responsibility for present-day societal
issues (i.e., a stronger awareness and feeling of responsi-
bility for the discrimination and exclusion of groups of
people in Germany today).

Method

We present primary data collected within a larger
research project, the Multidimensional Remembrance
Monitor, which examines the culture of remembrance in
Germany on various levels, such as the contents, emo-
tions, practices, and consequences of remembrance, via
annual representative surveys (for an overview see Rees,
Papendick, & Zick, 2019). The project’s aim is to empir-
ically map the status quo of as well as changes within
the German culture of remembrance on a public as well
as an individual level and to test whether these translate
into consequences for attitudes toward present-day
sociopolitical issues. The project collects annual repre-
sentative surveys with recurring modules, serving as a
monitoring instrument, as well as flexible modules to
focus on specific aspects in each of the surveys. So far
three surveys have been conducted and descriptive
results have been published as technical reports, contain-
ing the complete list of items used in each of the sur-
veys. The current paper relies on data from the second
survey that was conducted in November and December
of 2018 and published in 2019 (for work based on the
same research program, see also Rees et al., in press).

Participants

The sample comprises N = 1,000 randomly and repre-
sentatively selected respondents with an age range from
17 to 93 years (M = 50.2, SD = 18.8)" and an approxi-
mately even gender distribution (51.1% female) from all
German federal states. Within the sample, 15.7% of all
respondents reported living in former Eastern Germany,
and 19.9% stated having a migration background.

"Lower quartile (25th percentile) = 37 years, Mdn = 50 years, upper quartile
(75th percentile) = 65 years.
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Design and Procedure

Data were collected via computer-assisted telephone
interviews (CATI) that were conducted by a profes-
sional survey institute. Interviews were carried out by
trained and supervised interviewers guided by a ques-
tionnaire displayed on screen and answers were
recorded and transcribed immediately. This method
brings a number of advantages, for example, it ensures
an efficient and highly standardized data collection
while meeting the criteria for a random and represen-
tative sampling and allowing participants to ask ques-
tions during the survey. While CATIs guarantee
anonymity, effects of social desirability cannot be
completely ruled out. Participation was voluntary, and
participants could withdraw from participation or
answering single items at any time, which explains
missing values within the dataset. Participants were
not incentivized for taking part in the interviews,
which took 32 minutes on average. The study adhered
to the guidelines of the ethics committee of Bielefeld
University. We subsequently introduce the measures
relevant for the present paper. Distributions and zero-
order correlations of all measures are presented in
Table 1.

Confrontation with the Topic of National
Socialism

To assess participants’ general extent of dealing with the
topic of National Socialism, they were asked to estimate
how often they had used nine ways to confront them-
selves with the topic on a scale from 1 = never to 5 =
four times or more often. The list of potential ways of
confrontation comprised low-threshold (e.g., “Watched a
documentary,” “Read a novel”) as well as more effortful
activities (e.g., “Visited a memorial site,” “Attended a
lecture”). These items were averaged to yield an indica-
tor for the extent to which participants had critically
dealt with the time of National Socialism; the scale’s
internal consistency was good (o = .793).

School Education and Personal Contact
with Contemporary Witnesses

To test two specific ways of confrontation, participants
were also asked about their school education (“How
much would you say you learned about the time of
National Socialism in school?”; scored from 1 = nothing
at all to 5 = very much) and their personal contact with
contemporary witnesses (“How many people do or did
you know who lived through the time of National
Socialism themselves?”’; open numerical answer).

Perception of the German Population
During National Socialism

Participants answered a number of questions regarding
their retrospective assessment of the German population
and the German population’s behavior during the time of
National Socialism. This assessment comprised estima-
tions of the population’s involvement in and awareness
of the crimes during National Socialism as well as the
agreement with specific reasons explaining the popula-
tion’s inaction.

The German population’s involvement in National
Socialism. First, participants were asked to estimate
the proportions of Germans who were involved in
National Socialism as perpetrators, victims, or helpers
(“During the time of National Socialism, what percent-
age of the German population do you think were
among the perpetrators/were among the victims/helped
potential victims?”; open numerical answers) as well
as the proportion of the German population that knew
about the systematic persecution and murdering of
people during this time (“During the time of National
Socialism, what percentage of the German population
do you think knew that groups of people were being
systematically murdered at the time?”; open numerical
answer). We used these estimations as an indirect
measure of participants’ perception of the German
population and their involvement during the Nazi era.
For example, a high estimate of the proportion of per-
petrators and a low estimate of the proportion of help-
ers among the Germans during National Socialism
represents a more accusing assessment, whereas a low
estimate of the proportion of Germans who were
aware of the crimes represents a more exonerating
assessment.

Reasons explaining the German population’s
inaction. Subsequently, participants were specifically
asked whether they regarded seven different reasons as
conclusive as to why Germans did not act against the
National Socialist regime (“Why would you say people
did nothing to stop the systematic murdering of groups
of people back then?”). For each of the reasons, partici-
pants stated (“yes” or “no”) whether they regarded the
specific reason as appropriate for explaining the German
population’s inaction. The list comprised reasons ranging
from an exonerating attribution to situational factors
(“They did not know about the murders”) to indifference
(“They did not care about the fate of the people being
persecuted and murdered”) and to an accusing attribution
to dispositional factors (“They shared the views of the
National Socialist regime”).
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(continued)

Table 1

3 (C)] 5 (6) (M ®) ©)] ao, an o adz a3 adasy as  d1e

2

M (SD)

Variable

1%

28.8

(15) “They did not care

about the fate of the

people being

persecuted and

murdered.”
(16) Civic courage

3.76 (0.79)

Note. Variable (2) represents the mean on a 9-item-scale ranging from 1 = no confrontation to 5 = high confrontation. Variable (3) ranged from 1 = nothing at all to

5 = very much. Variables (5) to (8) were recorded as estimates from O to 100%. Variables (9) to (15) were coded 1 = yes and 0 = no, and the overall percentages of “yes”

responses are displayed. Variable (15) represents the mean on a 5-item scale ranging from 1 = no civic courage to 5 = high civic courage.

*p < .05, *k p< .01.

Attitudes Toward Present-Day Societal
Issues

Finally, we assessed participants’ self-reported civic
courage regarding the discrimination and exclusion of
groups of people in Germany today (e.g., “I feel it is
also my responsibility to prevent discrimination and the
exclusion of people or groups of people in Germany,” “I
am willing to get actively involved in fighting discrimi-
nation and the exclusion of people or groups of people
in Germany”; scored from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree). The four items were averaged to form
an indicator of civic courage, with an internal consis-
tency of o = .664.

Analysis Plan

Linear regression analyses were computed to test for
the relation between age and the general extent of
confrontation with the topic of National Socialism as
well as the two specific ways of confrontation we
assumed to systematically differ. In these analyses
participants’ age was specified as a predictor, the
general extent of confrontation with National
Socialism, the self-reported extent of education about
the topic in school, and the reported amount of per-
sonal contact with contemporary witnesses were
specified as outcome variables. To test for the
assumed relation between age and differing assess-
ments of the involvement of the German population,
we computed separate linear regression analyses with
participants’ age as the predictor variable and partici-
pants’ estimations of the German population’s
involvement in National Socialism as perpetrators,
victims, helpers, and bystanders as outcome vari-
ables. To test for the assumed relation between age
and differing explanations for the German popula-
tion’s inaction, we computed logistic regression anal-
yses with participants’ age as the predictor variable
and their agreement with seven specific reasons
explaining the population’s inaction as outcome vari-
ables. Finally, we computed a linear regression anal-
ysis to test exploratively whether a more critical
assessment of the past, operationalized by the estima-
tions of the German population’s knowledge, was
linked to participants’ attitudes toward present-day
issues. For this analysis, participants’ estimation of
the percentage of Germans who knew about the
regime’s murders was used as the predictor variable,
while self-reported civic courage with regard to the
discrimination and exclusion of groups of people in
Germany today was used as the outcome variable.
All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS
25.0.

© 2021 The Authors. Asian Journal of Social Psychology published by Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley &

Sons Australia, Ltd.



Michael Papendick et al.

Results

Relations Between Age and Participants’
Confrontation with the Topic of National
Socialism

Linear regression analyses were computed to test for the
relations between participants’ age and their extent and
ways of confrontation with the topic of National
Socialism. Participants’ age was not related to the gen-
eral extent of their self-reported confrontation with the
topic of National Socialism, R?> = 002, F(1,
978) = 2.08, p = .149. Age was, however, significantly
related to the two specific ways of confrontation we
examined. It was related to the self-reported amount of

school education, R = 14, F(1, 998) = 158.92,
p < .001, with younger participants reporting higher
amounts of institutional education, f = —.37, #(998) = —

12.61, p < .001. We found the expected opposing trend
for participants’ amount of personal contacts with con-
temporary = witnesses, R> = .06, F(, 952)=63.29,
p < .001, with older participants reporting significantly
more personal contact with people who have or had
lived through the time of National Socialism themselves,
B = .25, #(952) = -7.96, p < .001. To sum up, age was
not related to the general extent of confrontation with
the topic of National Socialism. It was, however, signifi-
cantly related to specific ways of confrontation, with
younger participants reporting more formal education in
school and older participants reporting more personal
contact with contemporary witnesses.

Relations Between Age and the Estimations
of the German Population’s Involvement
During the Time of National Socialism

On average, participants in our sample estimated that
M =33.98% (SD = 25.27%) of the German population
were involved in National Socialism as perpetrators,
M =3471% (8D = 23.73%) as  victims, and
M = 15.77% (SD = 15.26%) as helpers of potential vic-
tims. Participants further estimated that M = 39.26%
(SD = 28.28%) of all Germans knew about the regime’s
systematic murdering of people in this time. As
expected, these estimations reflected differences in par-
ticipants’ assessments of the German society during
National Socialism. The linear regression analyses
showed that participants’ age was significantly related to
their perception of the German population’s involvement
in the National Socialist crimes. Specifically, age was
significantly related to estimations of the proportion of
perpetrators, R* = .03, F(1, 936) = 26.34, p < .001, and
the proportion of Germans who knew about the system-
atic murdering of groups of people during National

Socialism, R> = .05, F(1, 930) = 45.10, p <.001. The
lower the participants’ age, the higher their estimations
of the proportion of Germans who were perpetrators,
B =-.17, 1(936) = -5.31, p < .001, as well the proportion
of Germans who were aware of the extermination of
humans, p = -.21, #930) = -6.72, p < .001. Participants’
estimations of the proportion of victims among the
German population, R2:.003, F(, 914) =2.33,
p = .13, as well as the proportion of Germans who
helped potential victims, R = .001, F(1, 938) = 1.25,
p = .26, was not significantly related to participants’
age.

Relations Between Age and Explanations
for the German Population’s Inaction
During the Time of National Socialism

When asked for specific reasons for the German popula-
tion’s inaction during the systematic extermination of
groups of people in the time of National Socialism, the
reason most frequently given was the population’s fear
of being punished or persecuted by the National
Socialist regime (95.4%), followed by the lack of a per-
sonal sense of responsibility for taking action (73.0%)
and a lack of realization of the seriousness of the situa-
tion (72.8%). As expected, participants’ agreement with
the presented explanations was related to their age,
reflecting differing assessments of and explanations for
the population’s inaction. Results of the logistic regres-
sion analyses are summed up in Table 2. Younger par-
ticipants were significantly more likely to state that the
population during National Socialism was committed to
and shared the views of the National Socialist regime,
more likely to agree that the population was afraid of
being punished or persecuted, and marginally more
likely to agree that the population did not care about the
fates of the persecuted groups. In contrast, older partici-
pants were more likely to agree that the population “did
not know” about the murders, did not realize the serious-
ness of the situation, and did not have any opportunity
to act against the Nazis’ crimes.

Relations Between a Critical Assessment of
the Past and Attitudes Toward Present-Day
Issues

The regression analysis showed that participants’ esti-
mates of the proportion of Germans who knew about the
murders were significantly related to self-reported atti-
tudes toward present-day sociopolitical issues, R* = .04,
F(1, 911) = 33.11, p < .001. Participants who estimated
the proportion of bystanders as higher, assuming that
more Germans were aware of the National Socialists’
crimes, reported a higher level of civic courage with
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Table 2

Logistic Regression Analyses for the Prediction of Participants’” Agreement with Specific Reasons Explaining the
German Population’s Inaction During National Socialism by Participants’ Age

Reason

95% CI for Odds
Ratio

b Lower OR Upper R?> o

They were afraid they would be punished or persecuted by the National Socialist

regime.

—037*% 0.946 0.964 0982 .057 16.34**

They did not have a personal sense of responsibility for taking action. —-.003 0.989 0.997 1.005 .001 0.50

They did not realize the seriousness of the situation.

They shared the views of the National Socialist regime.
They did not have any opportunity to do anything about it.
They did not know about the murders.

They did not care about the fate of the people being persecuted and murdered.

021**%  1.013  1.021 1.029 .042 28.94%**
-.013** 0981 0.987 0994 .018 13.27**

018**  1.011 1.018 1.025 .035 25.92%*

014** 1.008 1.015 1.022 .023 16.93**
—.008* 0985 0.992 1.000 .006 4.32%*

Note. Nagelkerke’s R is reported.
*p < .05; **p < .01.

regard to the awareness of and willingness to engage in
the prevention and reduction of discrimination and the
exclusion of social groups in Germany today, B = .19, ¢
(911) = 5.75, p < .001.

Discussion

The main objective of the present study was to exam-
ine whether and to what extent contemporary
Germans’ views on the German population during
National Socialism are related to their age. We found
that younger Germans reported differing points of con-
tact with the time of National Socialism, as they
reported having learned more about the topic in school
and having met fewer individuals who have lived
through the time of National Socialism themselves. We
assumed these kinds of changes in the culture of
remembrance would result in differing assessments of
the role of the German population during National
Socialism. In fact, younger Germans reported a more
critical perspective on the role of society in Nazi
Germany. They assumed a stronger involvement of the
German population as perpetrators, and as bystanders
who were aware of the regime’s crimes but did not
intervene. When asked to explain the population’s
inaction, younger Germans were more likely to reject
the situational explanations that Germans during
National Socialism “did not know,” did not realize the
seriousness of the situation, or did not have any
opportunity to act against the Nazis’ crimes. Those
participants showing a more critical assessment of the
past also reported an increased feeling of responsibility
in the present.

Access to the Topic of National Socialism

Results show that the general extent of confrontation
with the topic of National Socialism appears to be inde-
pendent from Germans’ age. Younger Germans did not
confront themselves with the topic less intensively than
older Germans. Regarding specific ways of confrontation
with the past, however, older Germans reported deriving
less knowledge from institutional education and more
from personal contact with contemporary witnesses.
Younger participants, on the other hand, reported more
facts-based confrontation with the topic in school, and
less personal points of contact. These results are further
supported by additional data from the present project on
the German culture of remembrance (Rees, Papendick,
& Zick, 2019; Rees, Zick, et al., 2019). For example,
younger Germans reported fewer conversations about the
topic of National Socialism in their families as well as
less knowledge about the role of their own ancestors
during the time of National Socialism. These results sub-
stantiate the discussions about current shifts in the
German culture of remembrance in which “established”
ways of confrontation with the time of National
Socialism slowly vanish while others evolve and become
more influential for the assessment of the past. These
changes, again, could be interpreted as a detachment
from history and a loss of knowledge. Studies such as
the one by Welzer et al. (2014), however, illustrate
Germans’ frequently biased perspectives of their ances-
tors’ involvement in the Nazis’ crimes, the selective
communication of stories of heroism and victimhood,
and the selective suppression of stories of guilt and
responsibility within German families. A further
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detachment from these biased family representations or
individual narratives may increase the impact of more
fact-oriented confrontations with the topic (see also Rees
et al., in press).

The German Population’s Involvement and
Inaction During National Socialism

To test our prediction that these changes in access to the
topic of National Socialism are not only negative but
potentially enable a more critical perspective of the role
of the German population, we tested for links between
participants’ age and their assessments of the time of
National Socialism. We hypothesized that younger par-
ticipants would be more likely to choose accusing expla-
nations for the population’s inaction and emphasize the
German population’s awareness of and involvement in
the perpetration of crimes, while older participants
would more likely exonerate the general population and
attribute their inaction to a lack of knowledge. Our
results support these predictions, showing that younger
participants more often denied the situational explanation
that Germans ‘“did not know”—not only when specifi-
cally asked whether the lack of knowledge was an
appropriate explanation but also when asked to estimate
the proportion of Germans who were aware of the
regime’s systematic murdering. Older participants, in
turn, were more likely to attribute Germans’ inaction to
the situational and more exonerating explanations of a
lack of knowledge or a lack of opportunities to act.
These results are in line with those reported by Imhoff
et al. (2017) and Doosje and Branscombe (2003), but
extend them in demonstrating that ingroup favouring
attributional biases regarding the explanation for the
Holocaust may also hold for the specific group of the
bystanders to the Nazi crimes, and that differences in
attributional patterns are not only found between national
groups but also between different generations within
German society.

However, we also found deviations from our assump-
tions and the results reported in previous studies. First,
and in contrast to the results reported by Imhoff et al.
(2017) and Doosje and Branscombe (2003), we found
that within our overall sample, the dispositional explana-
tion that the German population during National
Socialism did not intervene because they shared the
views of the Nazi regime was affirmed more often than
the situational explanation of a population that was inac-
tive due to a lack of knowledge. While counterintuitive
at first, we argue that this deviation can be explained by
the situational attribution we presented (“They did not
know about the murders”). Compared to the more com-
plex situational explanation of “the bad economic condi-
tions and the high unemployment rate” presented by

Imhoff et al. (2017, p. 914) the situational explanation
of a lack of awareness of the crimes among the German
population stands in clear contrast to historical knowl-
edge. Therefore, it is comprehensible that participants in
our study were less likely to affirm the situational expla-
nation. This result supports our hypothesis that an expli-
cit denial of the German population’s knowledge of the
Nazi regime’s atrocities can be interpreted as an active
exoneration of the German population. Additionally, the
study by Imhoff and colleagues focused on attributions
of the causes of the Holocaust while the present study
examined explanations for the lack of resistance within
the bystanding German population, and therefore
addresses a different aspect of explaining National
Socialism. The second result in contrast to our expecta-
tions is the lack of age differences in the estimation of
helpers among the German population. As we expected
younger Germans to report a generally more critical and
accusing assessment of the past, we assumed that this
critical assessment would be expressed in a lower esti-
mation of helpers among the German population as well.
A potential explanation for this result may be a differing
definition of the particular group of helpers, depending
on participants’ age. If younger Germans have a differ-
ent concept of “helping potential victims” in mind, they
may come to a different conclusion about the proportion
of helpers among the German population. More specifi-
cally, potential definitions for acts of helping during
National Socialism may range from small acts of support
in everyday life (e.g., giving food) to more serious inter-
ventions (e.g., explicitly saving someone’s life or taking
severe personal risks to support someone). Another
explanation would be that younger Germans are gener-
ally more aware of the population’s involvement in par-
ticular roles, as perpetrators or bystanders, but know less
about acts of help and support for the victim groups of
National Socialism. Future research should further elabo-
rate on how younger Germans themselves define the
groups of perpetrators, victims, helpers, and bystanders,
and whether these definitions differ from those of older
Germans.

In sum, our results corroborate the assumption of gen-
erational differences within German society not only
with regard to access to the topic of National Socialism,
reinforcing discussions about shifts in the German cul-
ture of remembrance (Cornelifen, 2015; Knigge, 2010;
Korber Foundation, 2017), but also with regard to
assessments of the societal circumstances of National
Socialism and the Holocaust. These results, especially
younger participants’ higher estimations of knowledge
among the German population during the Nazi era, may
be regarded as the result of more facts-based confronta-
tions with the topic of National Socialism. Our explora-
tory analyses show that those participants who reported
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a more critical perspective on the German population
during National Socialism also reported more courageous
attitudes with regard to German society today. One obvi-
ous interpretation of these results would be to conclude
that these participants share a more (self-) critical per-
spective on societal issues, attributing responsibility not
only to external factors or actors, but hold the society,
including themselves, accountable. Following this inter-
pretation, this attribution of responsibilities may at least
partially derive from the confrontation with the topic of
National Socialism in general or with the bystanding
behaviour of the population during National Socialism in
particular. Yet, deducing some kind of historical learn-
ing or historical consciousness from the present data
would be a clear exaggeration and overinterpretation.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the present study contributes to a better under-
standing of contemporary Germans’ perspectives on the
time of National Socialism and generational differences
in these perspectives, a number of methodological
restrictions confine potential inferences and should be
considered in future research. One of our assumptions is
a potentially positive consequence of changes within the
German culture of remembrance, resulting in a less
biased perspective on the German population in the time
of National Socialism. While the theoretical deduction
from social identity theory, explaining this effect with
the concept of ingroup favouritism, is reasonable and the
results support our hypothesis, the extent of participants’
identification with the German population during
National Socialism was not explicitly measured. The
same applies to the assessment of participants’ estima-
tions of Germans’ involvement in the National
Socialists’ crimes and the interpretation of specific esti-
mations (e.g., higher estimations of the percentages of
perpetrators and bystanders) representing a more accus-
ing perspective on the role of the German population.
The different explanations for the population’s inaction
we examined and the correlations between these expla-
nations and participants’ estimations of the population’s
involvement reinforce our interpretation that specific
estimations of the German population’s involvement rep-
resent more critical assessments of the past. The assess-
ment and evaluation of the political, economic, and
societal circumstances of National Socialism, however,
is a complex question that can hardly be assessed with
few quantitative items. Future research might wish to
assess participants’ understanding of the conditions of
National Socialism and the Holocaust in a more differen-
tiated manner and also include questions on whether par-
ticipants perceive direct or indirect relations between the
past and the present. While the present study included

estimations of the German population’s involvement to
assess participants’ impression of civil society during the
time of National Socialism, more explicit questions are
needed to draw a full image of how Germans today per-
ceive and explain the time of National Socialism. This
assessment should further take into account the develop-
ments during and prior to the time span from 1933 to
1945. Participants’ answers to questions regarding “the
time of National Socialism” will most likely be influ-
enced by the specific point in time that is invoked.
Answers to questions referring to the early years of
National Socialism will differ from those referring to the
years of the Holocaust. Qualitative studies on the topic
would enable assessments of individuals’ explicit under-
standing of National Socialism and of how far they
regard their personal confrontation with the time of
National Socialism as relevant for their attitudes toward
present-day issues. Finally, the potential causal relation-
ships we discuss in the present paper (e.g., the assump-
tion that a confrontation with historical sources
representing the German population’s bystanding beha-
viour promotes more critical perspectives on the role of
the German population in general) need to be tested
experimentally to understand how far and under which
conditions contemporary Germans may draw inferences
from a confrontation with National Socialism. These
studies should also take into account additional factors
that may influence contemporary Germans’ assessment
of the past, such as their national identification with
Germany.

Conclusion

A better understanding of the psychological processes
of confrontation with the topic of National Socialism
and different historical sources could help estimating
the potentials and conditions of historical learning or
historical consciousness in general and the specific
confrontation with the role and behaviour of bystan-
ders to societal felonies in particular. If this confronta-
tion turns out to be a useful leverage point for
historical learning, practitioners in the fields of remem-
brance culture and historical-political education could
strengthen the focus of Holocaust education on the
role of the bystanders and the societal and social psy-
chological processes which enabled German National
Socialism. However, while the present study’s results
may convey the impression that younger Germans tend
to a less biased and more fact-oriented perspective on
the role of the German society during National
Socialism, bringing future generations in contact with
the topic despite increasing temporal distance and
decreasing points of personal contact appears as a
challenge on its own.
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